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ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis traces the formation of the international market for Japanese bonsai during the late 
19th and early 20th centuries against the emergence of the United States and Japan as industrial, 
imperial nations and argues that bonsai represented an intermediary figure that supported a 
process of mutual imperial legitimation between the two countries. It examines the major 
mechanisms through which bonsai was created, marketed, and distributed—the commercial 
nursery, the catalog, the auction, and the exhibition—as well as American responses to bonsai. 
The formation of the bonsai market can be read within transnational consumer, aesthetic, and 
scientific discourses of cultural exchange. In the U.S., a split antiquarian and popular market for 
bonsai developed as part of the broader taste for Japanese goods as popularized at the World’s 
Fairs of 1876, 1893, and 1904. In Japan, the newly established commercial nursery system and 
manufacturing and cultural policies of the new Meiji government, intended to establish Japan as 
a modern nation-state, supported the supply and formation of U.S. bonsai markets.  To argue 
for bonsai’s imbrication within a “botanic imperium,” this thesis examines the relationship of 
bonsai to changing understandings of Japanese landscapes in both countries, and maps the 
relationship of the botany, geography, and agricultural science to shifts in horticultural practices 
and landscape aesthetics, as well as their literal and rhetorical deployment by Japan’s Sapporo 
Agricultural College on Hokkaido Island and the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of 
Plant Industry. During this period, bonsai represented a global commodity that mediated and 
transformed a range of values (historical, cultural, political, and financial). Drawing upon 
Benedict Anderson’s discussion of “print capitalism,” this thesis suggests that bonsai can be 
understood as a form of “plant capitalism” that materialized the challenge, for the U.S., of how 
to at once appreciate yet contain Japan and, for Japan, of how to reconcile its isolated past with 
its ambitious intended commercial future. Allowing for bonsai’s simultaneous existence as both 
an authentic expression of Japanese tradition and a mass-produced commodity, plant capitalism 
leveraged bonsai’s multiple identities in support of U.S. and Japanese national and imperial 
discourse.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
During the second half of the nineteenth century, Japanese bonsai entered the world 
market. Reflecting the developing relationship of Japan and the United States, bonsai 
materialized the challenge for the U.S. of how to at once appreciate yet contain Japan and, for 
Japan, of how to reconcile its isolated past with its ambitious intended commercial future. This 
thesis traces the formation of the international market for bonsai against broader historical 
developments, focusing on the emergence of the United States and Japan as industrial, imperial 
nations. It examines some of the major mechanisms through which bonsai was created, 
marketed, and distributed—the commercial nursery, the catalog, the auction, and the 
exhibition—as well as American responses to bonsai as manifested through the flood of 
writings about Japan that began after 1850.  It traces the emergence of a split market for bonsai 
in the U.S.—an antiquarian market for high-priced ancient specimens and a more popular one 
geared toward middle-class consumers—and positions these markets vis-à-vis the broader taste 
for Japanese goods, particularly as popularized at the World’s Fairs of 1876, 1893, and 1904. It 
traces these phenomena against the backdrop of the developing American and Japanese empires 
to argue that bonsai represented an intermediary figure that supported a process of mutual 
imperial legitimation.  
This thesis argues that during this period, bonsai represented a global commodity 
(understood here in a broadly Marxian sense as a mediator of values, as well as an entity capable 
of transforming certain abstract qualitative values into quantitative ones, e.g. money) intimately 
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embedded within transnational systems of mass production, distribution, and consumption. As 
a mediator and transformer of value, bonsai came to serve, in essence, as a mirror: for Japan, 
engagement with American markets provided a clear reflection of the country’s deliberate 
political, economic, and social modernization—and the ambitious entry into the world system it 
enabled. Conversely, for the United States, bonsai supported the production of a Japan that 
bridged understandings of the Asian nation as both a locale of tradition and spirituality and as 
one of industry and commerce.  
While this thesis acknowledges—and, indeed argues for bonsai as a “commodity-sign” 
that transformed economic values into symbolic ones (see Chapter Two), it also recognizes 
what Christopher Pinney has recently described as the “inadequacy of the sign” as art historical 
method. Purely semiotic analyses, Pinney argues, dematerialize their objects, reading “through 
them” in their search for signification. In a particular irony for post-colonial studies of visual 
culture, this methodology can inadvertently reproduce and reinforce the totalizing discourses of 
Orientalism that such studies seek to critique. Reducing the complexity of objects to a 
monocular understanding as signs of unidirectional western power can foreclose upon the 
possibility of  “productive differences” in the colonial encounter, as well as upon the agency of 
non-Western actors. Additionally, these totalizing narratives can obscure the contradictions and 
fissures within colonialism as a discursive formation and through which it operated as an 
embodied practice.  Responding to Pinney’s analysis, Natasha Eaton suggests that we 
understand colonial visual culture as the product of networks of relationships, and that, as we 
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seek to tease apart these complex networks apart, we embrace the rich variety of meaning that 
the entanglement of objects with their human subjects can produce.1   
While no formal colonial relationship existed between the U.S. and Japan during the 
second half of the nineteenth century, Japan found itself the unwilling object of U.S. 
geopolitical power. Within this informal colonial context, this thesis draws upon the 
frameworks articulated by Pinney and Eaton to suggest that only by considering bonsai’s 
materiality and the specific conditions of its production and dissemination, can we understand 
bonsai’s significance as an index of the U.S.’s and Japan’s entangled responses in the wake of 
encounter. Rather than simply read the eventual incorporation of bonsai into American 
collections and interiors as a one-sided Orientalist gesture, this thesis seeks to complicate the 
Orientialist model by approaching bonsai as material objects embedded within networks of 
production, distribution, and reception. In doing so, it reveals how Japan was able to deploy 
bonsai as a means to frame itself in a global conversation not, initially, of its own making—and 
then to rewrite the sentences to give itself tremendous power.   
To make these arguments, this thesis draws upon and complicates Benedict Anderson’s 
discussion of “print capitalism” (the historical production and dissemination of mechanically-
reproduced books and newspapers that accompanied the spread of capitalism) and its role in 
the formation of the national and the colonial state.2  Through a discussion of the print culture 
associated with the bonsai market, as well as a consideration of bonsai’s own materiality, it 
suggests that bonsai can be understood as a form of “plant capitalism.” Supporting bonsai’s 
                                                
1 For an expanded discussion of this materialist emphasis and its significance for post-colonial approaches to 
art history, see Christopher Pinney, “Creole Europe: The Reflection of a Reflection,” Journal of New Zealand 
Literature: JNZL, no. 20 (2002): 125–161; Natasha Eaton, “‘Enchanted Traps?’ The Historiography of Art and 
Colonialism in Eighteenth-Century India,” Literature Compass 9, no. 1 (January 2012): 15–33.  
2 Benedict R. O'Gorman Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism, Rev. ed. (London  ; New York: Verso, 2006). 
8
simultaneous existence as both an authentic expression of Japanese tradition and a mass-
produced commodity, plant capitalism leveraged bonsai’s multiple identities in support of U.S. 
and Japanese national and imperial discourse.  
A fundamental premise of this thesis is that as objects cross borders, they change 
meaning. Drawing on the work of Arjun Appadurai and Igor Kopytoff, this thesis also 
examines how bonsai, both as a commodity class and as individual specimens, shed, gathered, 
and transformed meanings, and how, as “things-in-motion,” bonsai illuminated—and perhaps 
even precipitated—changes to “the human and social context[s]” through which they passed.3 
Highly liminal objects, bonsai traversed multiple borders: the physical borders of nation-states, 
as well as those between nature and artifice, and the work of art and the commodity.   
This thesis thus positions bonsai within multiple frameworks of transnationalism, 
suggesting that the importation, acquisition, and exhibition of bonsai can be read within 
broader scientific, aesthetic, and consumer discourses of cultural exchange that supported the 
imperialist policies and impulses of the United States and Japan.  While bonsai was enmeshed 
within an American “consumer’s imperium” through which U.S. consumers experienced their 
country’s growing geopolitical power through the acquisition of foreign goods, it was equally 
entangled in Japan’s own imperia of design, trade, and manufacture under which the 
development of an export market for Japanese products was perceived as critical to the 
country’s development as a nation-state. 4 
                                                
3 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 3–
63; Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 64–91. 
4 Kristen Hoganson, “Cosmopolitan Domesticity: Importing the American Dream, 1865-1920,” The American 
Historical Review 107, no. 1 (2002): 55–83. This article is expanded in Hoganson’s book, Consumers' 
Imperium: The Global Production of American Domesticity, 1865-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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Finally, bonsai, as deeply embedded within horticultural and material exchanges 
between the two countries, was imbricated within what might be termed a “botanic imperium.”  
This thesis examines the relationship of bonsai to changing, and often vexed, understandings of 
Japanese landscapes in both the U.S. and Japan, and maps the relationship of the sciences 
(particularly botany, geography, and agricultural science) to shifts in horticultural practices and 
landscape aesthetics in both countries. It discusses how both countries deployed botany, 
horticulture, and agriculture, both literally and rhetorically, as part of their imperial programs. 
Under the botanic imperium, U.S. botanists targeted Japanese horticulture as critical to the 
U.S.’s future as a global power, with one group locating sovereignty in a carefully managed 
diversity and the other in a rigorously policed purity. In a similarly complex double move, Meiji 
leaders would modernize (by industrializing bonsai production with newly scientific agriculture) 
and naturalize and nationalize bonsai as a uniquely Japanese (rather than a suspiciously Chinese) 
tradition.  
This thesis is organized into three chapters. Chapter One examines the historical 
conditions that produced an international audience and market for bonsai during the second 
half of the nineteenth century. It focuses on the period between the U.S.’s forced “opening of 
Japan” to bi-lateral trade and diplomatic relations with the West in 1853 and the beginning of 
the Sino-Japanese War in 1894. It examines how the Meiji government’s response to the 
political and capitalist challenges that accompanied the end of the country’s long period of 
isolation supported the formation of a global bonsai market via the establishment of an export 
                                                                                                                                                 
Carolina Press, 2007); Dōshin Satō, Modern Japanese Art and the Meiji State: The Politics of Beauty (Getty 
Publications, 2011), 49–50, 105–07. 
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trade for Japanese goods and the adoption of Western scientific, educational, industrial, and 
commercial practices in order to “modernize” Japan. 5 
This chapter focuses specifically upon the connection between Meiji policies intended 
to modernize agricultural and botanical sciences through the invitation of American botanists 
and agricultural experts to found Sapporo Agricultural College on the island of Hokkaido and 
the establishment of the commercial nursery system that would emerge as the key mechanism 
for the international distribution of bonsai.  Through an analysis of the catalogs of these new 
commercial nurseries, particularly those of L. Boehmer & Co. and the Yokohama Nursery 
Company, it outlines the contours of the international system through which bonsai was 
commodified and distributed.  
Chapter Two examines two types of literature: accounts of Japanese life and culture 
(travel literature, magazine and newspapers articles) that appeared in the U.S. after 1853 and the 
commercial publications (nursery and auction catalogs) through which bonsai was marketed and 
sold in the U.S. . Through a consideration of the visual and textual strategies that these 
publications deployed to present bonsai, as well as bonsai’s own materiality, it suggests that 
bonsai represented a form of “plant capitalism,” which managed competing notions of Japan as 
“traditional” and “modern,” allowing bonsai to retain an aura of authenticity even as it was 
mass-produced for export. To understand how antique specimens of Chabo-hiba, a purportedly 
Chinese form of bonsai, made their way to American auction blocks, it hypothesizes that new 
understandings of Japan’s cultural heritage and landscape, themselves linked to Meiji 
                                                
5 William R Nester, Power Across the Pacific: A Diplomatic History of American Relations with Japan (New 
York: New York University Press, 1996), 1, 25–30; Jeffrey D. Sachs, “Consolidating Capitalism,” Foreign 
Policy, no. 98 (1995): 50–64.  
11
nationalism, played a critical role in dislocating what was perceived as a Chinese art form in 
favor of new more natural Japanese styles.  
Against the backdrop of the Worlds’ Fairs of 1876, 1893, and 1904, Chapter Three 
examines the relationship of bonsai to popular taste in the United States—and how bonsai 
became entangled within the various imperia of U.S. and Japanese power. It explores how 
bonsai figured in the design and reception of the fairs’ Japanese exhibits and how, as markers of 
“authenticity,” bonsai managed the imperial ambitions and anxieties of both nations.  It 
examines how the U.S.—on the consumer side—and Japan—on the producer side—
incorporated bonsai into the broader discourses of consumption, trade, and industry through 
which both countries sought to define their national identities and geopolitical power. Finally, 
to explore the botanic imperium in which bonsai was so clearly imbricated, it concludes with a 
discussion of the U.S. government’s practice of “Cosmopolitan Botany” and the horticultural 
controversy surrounding Japan’s gift of cherry trees to Washington, D.C., in 1909.6 
 
 
                                                
6 Philip J. Pauly, “The Beauty and Menace of the Japanese Cherry Trees: Conflicting Visions of American 
Ecological Independence,” Isis 87, no. 1 (1996): 51–73. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
Bonsai-in Motion:  
 Transnationalism and the Commodification of Japanese Horticulture 
 
This chapter explores the creation of bonsai as a global commodity, examining the 
mechanisms through which bonsai was transformed from a Chinese horticultural and religious 
practice associated with Buddhism into a Japanese export geared toward American and 
European markets. It suggests that bonsai’s establishment, during the first decades of the Meiji 
government, as an export commodity, capable of embodying, transmitting, and transforming a 
range of values, was supported by policies intended to establish modern scientific institutions 
and commercial practices, particularly for agriculture, to support Japan’s Westernization—and, 
especially, its Americanization. These policies were a direct response to the political and 
capitalist challenges that accompanied the end of Japan’s long period of isolation following its 
infamous forced “opening” by Commodore Matthew Perry and the U.S. Navy in 1853. This 
chapter examines the establishment of Sapporo Agricultural College on Hokkaido Island and its 
connection to the development of the commercial nursery system through which Japanese 
horticulture was created as a commodity for distribution to international markets and through 
which bonsai would be exported to the United States.  
 In his essay “Commodities and the Politics of Value,” Arjun Appadurai argues that 
objects are not intrinsically commodities but become commodities at the moment when “their 
exchangeability (past, present, future) for some other thing is its socially relevant factor.”1 
Suggesting that things have “social lives,” Appadurai writes that goods may be transformed as 
                                                
1 Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 
Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 3. 
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carriers of value as they move among different “regimes of value,” or social contexts that value 
objects in different terms. The values ascribed to an object are constantly in flux and become 
visible through their circulation:  
[W]e have to follow the things themselves, for their meanings are inscribed in their 
forms, their uses, their trajectories. It is only through the analysis of these trajectories 
that we can interpret the human transactions and calculations that enliven things. Thus, 
even though from a theoretical point of view human actors encode things with 
significance, from a methodological point of view it is the things-in-motion that illuminate 
their human and social context. 2 
 
Building on Appadurai’s arguments, this thesis assesses bonsai’s “social life” as a 
commodity, beginning in this chapter with its production in Japan as an object for global 
export, and continuing in subsequent ones with its consumption by American markets. 
However, while Appadurai focuses primarily on commodities as brokering the exchange of 
perceived value for financial capital, this thesis broadens his framework by suggesting that, as a 
commodity, bonsai provided for the transformation of diverse values, transmuting Japanese art 
and horticulture into various forms of social, political, cultural, and financial capital. As bonsai 
circulated through different contexts in Japan and the United States, the values it embodied, and 
thus transformed, changed.  
This exploration of the conditions that produced the global bonsai market also 
introduces the theme of transnationalism that runs throughout this thesis. Bonsai was a 
profoundly transnational form, spreading first throughout East Asia, and then penetrating 
European and American markets. However, bonsai’s modern transnationalism was as much a 
product of the conditions in which it was produced as its global circulation. Policies intended to 
modernize Japanese science and agriculture depended upon knowledge gathered through visits 
to Western countries and the invitation of foreign experts to Japan. The bonsai export market 
                                                
2 Ibid., 5. 
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itself was enabled by the commercial nursery system introduced to Japan by foreign 
horticulturalists and enabled by global systems of communication, finance, and transportation.  
 
Transnational Origins 
Even before bonsai entered the world market in the late nineteenth century, it had an 
established history of transnationalism. Although the early history of bonsai and its related art 
forms remains subject to debate, scholars agree that the art of growing stylized miniature trees 
in pots and trays originated in China and then migrated to other East Asian countries. Some 
researchers have linked the transmission of bonsai to Korea and then to Japan with the spread 
of Buddhism. While it is unclear when the art of growing dwarf trees arrived in Japan, it appears 
to have been established as a hobby and status symbol by the end of the twelfth century, A.D. . 
During the Kamakura period (1180-1333), a culture of training trees in “curved” and 
“grotesque” shapes seems to have been in place.3 Intellectually, this period was distinguished by 
the emergence of new Buddhist sects, particularly Zen Buddhism, which arrived from China, 
where it had originated as Chán. Scrolls from the period reflect the influence of Buddhism on 
Japanese culture, and on bonsai in particular, and suggest that bonsai had become a suitable 
pastime for monk and cultivated layman alike. Japanese Buddhist priests made frequent trips to 
China, while many Chán monks came to Japan where they played an important role in 
propagating an interest in bonsai. 4  
Although the subsequent Muromachi period (1338-1573) was a time of great artistic 
change, there seems to have been little development in bonsai training practices, and it was not 
until the Edo period under the Tokugawa Shogunate (1603-1867) that new techniques of 
                                                
3 Deborah R. Koreshoff, Bonsai: Its Art, Science, History and Philosophy (Brisbane: Boolarong, 1984), 6–8. 
4 Ibid.,143–44. 
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training and miniaturization emerged.5 During the Edo period, the practice of bonsai shifted 
from Zen scholars to Confucian ones, who warned against a preoccupation with form for its 
own sake. Bonsai was also taken up by a group of writers and scholars influenced by Chinese 
Taoist practices, which emphasized artistic practice as a means of representing nature rather 
than creating formal effects. Under the influence of these two groups, new, more “naturalistic” 
styles of bonsai emerged that emphasized the miniaturization of a tree’s natural form rather 
than its distortion. 6 
Although the term “bonsai” had been used to describe dwarfed trees in a variety of 
shapes growing in containers since the 1400s, it did not achieve linguistic dominance until the 
late 1800s, when it assumed artistic connotations, alluding to the more “naturalistic” style of 
training that was rapidly gaining popularity in Japan. The word “bonsai” itself represented an 
adaption of a Chinese term, “penzai”(tray or potted plant). Accompanying this stylistic shift was 
a cultural one: once the domain of the wealthy elite, bonsai became accessible to the general 
population. By the mid-nineteenth century, nurseries and garden shops began to appear, and 
cultivating bonsai seems to have been established as a professional craft and a popular Japanese 
past-time.7 Several illustrated guides for growers were published in the first decades of the 
nineteenth century, and from at least the 1830s, bonsai were being cultivated by nurseries in the 
Edo suburbs and shown at flower shows, exhibitions, and fairs.8 In 1856, just three years after 
the first U.S. naval incursion to Japan, the manipulation of trees and other “natural 
                                                
5 Ibid.,6–8.  
6 Hideo Marushima, “The History of Bonsai,” in Classic Bonsai of Japan, by Nihon Bonsai Kyokai (New York: 
Kodansha International, 1989), 147–50. 
7 Koreshoff, Bonsai: Its Art, Science, History and Philosophy, 8–9. 
8 Marushima, “The History of Bonsai,” 148–152. 
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productions” was described in the introduction of Commodore Matthew Perry’s account of his 
missions to Japan in 1853 and 1854. As the text noted:  
[T]he Japanese possess the art, in a wonderful degree, either of dwarfing, or of 
unnaturally enlarging all natural productions. As an evidence of the first, may be seen, in 
the miniature gardens of the towns, perfectly mature trees, of various kinds, not more 
than three feet high, and with heads about three feet in diameter. These dwarfed trees are 
often placed in flower pots. Fischer says that he saw in a box four inches long, one and a 
half wide, and six in height, a bamboo, a fir, and a plum tree, all thriving, and the latter in 
full blossom.9 
 
Meiji Modernization 
It was, of course, Commodore Matthew C. Perry whose black ships sailed into Edo Bay 
in 1853, forcing Japan to open bi-lateral trade and diplomatic relations with Western countries. 
Driven by ideas of “manifest destiny,” as well as strategic and commercial concerns (including 
anxiety regarding Russia’s growing power in the East and a desire to protect the American 
China trade), the Perry Expedition marked the beginning of U.S. interest in the Pacific that 
would continue to drive the country’s foreign policy well into the twentieth century.10 
 Following Japan’s forced acquiescence to American demands, a series of unequal 
treaties gave the United States and other Western nations access to Japanese ports and markets 
without granting similar concessions to Japan. Under the 1858 Harris Treaty, also known as the 
“Treaty of Amity and Commerce,” five Japanese port cities were opened to foreign trade. U.S. 
citizens and other foreign nationals were granted permission to live in certain restricted areas in 
these “Treaty Ports,” under a system of extraterritoriality (meaning that they were exempt from 
local laws and subject instead to the laws of their own consular courts). Missionaries were also 
                                                
9 Matthew Calbraith Perry and Lambert Lilly, Narrative of the Expedition of an American Squadron to the China Seas and 
Japan: Performed in the Years 1852, 1853, and 1854, Under the Command of Commodore M.C. Perry, United States Navy 
U.S.N. (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1856), 53. This quote is excerpted from Lilly’s introduction to the 
main text, which is a compilation of Perry’s reports. 
10 William R. Nester, Power Across the Pacific: A Diplomatic History of American Relations with Japan (New York: New 
York University Press, 1996), 1, 25–30. 
17
granted the right to teach and proselytize. Japan gave up tariff autonomy, or the right to set 
import and export rates. In essence, the treaties, in which Western countries retained unilateral 
most-favored-nation status, formalized Japan’s position as a subordinate country that would 
provide its Western trading partners with inexpensive yet desirable goods while remaining 
dependent upon them for industrial products and expertise. These treaties were deeply 
unpopular with the Japanese, and toward the end of the Edo period (1603-1868) growing 
discontent led to the displacement of the Tokugawa Shogunate and the restoration of the 
emperor, thus ushering in the Meiji government and the “new Japan.”11  
 Pledging to abolish outdated customs and to seek knowledge throughout the world, the 
new Meiji government initiated numerous efforts intended to spur Japan’s rapid Westernization 
under the slogan “Civilization and Enlightenment.” Students and researchers were sent abroad, 
particularly to the United States, and Western articles were imported en masse, gaining huge 
popularity. Additionally, between approximately 1868 and 1900, around 3,000 foreign technical 
experts, many from the United States, were invited to Japan as government advisors to assist 
with all aspects of modernization.12 Several of these advisors wrote books that helped to 
introduce Japanese history and culture to Americans. Some were also involved in efforts to 
preserve and analyze the country’s artistic and religious heritage, pointing toward the 
widespread interest in Japanese art that would emerge among Westerners during the course of 
the nineteenth century.13 In 1872, French art collector and critic Phillipe Burty coined the term 
Japonisme to describe the taste for things Japanese sweeping Europe, as well as the influence that 
                                                
11 Michael R. Auslin, Negotiating With Imperialism: The Unequal Treaties And the Culture of Japanese Diplomacy (Harvard 
University Press, 2006), 1–3, 24–33,53–60. 
12 Hazel J. Jones, Live Machines: Hired Foreigners and Meiji Japan (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 
1980), 5–7. 
13 Nester, Power Across the Pacific, 50–56. 
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Japanese imagery, particularly wood-block prints, was having on European and American 
artists.14 This period also marked the beginning of efforts on the part of European and 
American collectors to acquire and export Japanese art and artifacts, some of which would 
eventually find their way into American museums.15  
 In addition to importing Western goods, technologies, and ideas, the Meiji government 
also embarked on a two-pronged policy titled: “Wealthy Country, Strong Military.” A deliberate 
program of industrialization would strengthen Japan’s economy in order to support military 
might. Capitalizing on Japonisme, a key aspect of this policy was the establishment of export-
oriented forms of manufacture, as well as programs intended to expand the burgeoning taste 
for Japanese goods among Western audiences. Thus, during the 1870s and 1880s, mass-
produced Japanese goods began to enter the world market.16 As will be discussed in Chapter 
Three, Japanese participation in the World’s Fairs of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
centuries played a pivotal role in this process, as did the series of Domestic Industrial 
Exhibitions organized by the Meiji government in Japan. Along with the plethora of other 
programs intended to modernize Japan—and thus establish it as the cultural and intellectual 
equal of Europe and North America—such initiatives were intended to enable political and 
                                                
14 Philip Dennis Cate, “Introduction,” in Japonisme comes to America: The Japanese Impact on the Graphic Arts, 1876-1925, 
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financial parity with other global powers and thus support Japan’s national—and ultimately 
imperial—ambitions.17 
 
Colonial Cultivation: Sapporo Agricultural College 
Among the many initiatives of the Meiji government intended to support Japan’s 
industrialization, modernization, and, in this case, Americanization, was the 1876 establishment 
of Sapporo Agricultural College (SAC) on the northern island of Hokkaido. Despite being the 
home of the Ainu, a Japanese tribal minority, Hokkaido was viewed by the Japanese 
government as essentially uninhabited and thus ripe for agricultural and industrial development. 
Placed under the jurisdiction of the Japanese government’s newly formed Colonization 
Commission, known as the Kaitakushi, in 1869, and organized with the explicit goal of fostering 
national pride, strength, and prosperity, Sapporo Agricultural College presaged the entwining of 
rhetorics of nationalism and territorial expansion that would characterize Japan’s later imperial 
endeavors.18  
Indeed, work at Sapporo represented a clear instance of the entanglement of national 
and imperial ambitions that would come to mark relations between the U.S. and Japan. 
Established at the direction of American advisors and organized around American models of 
scientific and agricultural education, the college reflected what scholars have described as the 
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relationship of patronage between the U.S. and Japan during the period between Japan’s forced 
acquiescence to American demands and the Sino-Japanese War (1894-95). Profoundly unequal 
in nature, this relationship posited America as a benevolent guide that would shepherd Japan 
toward modernity (while reaping the economic and political benefits of Japan’s weaker geo-
political status).19 For Japan, American technology and expertise would serve as tools through 
which it would modernize and commercialize agricultural production as part of its quest to 
solidify its status as a nation-state, while American rhetoric regarding territorial expansion and 
the subjection of tribal peoples would support Japan in casting its treatment of the Ainu in 
modern terms of nationalism and imperial mission. Further, the advice, technical expertise, and 
general guidance that Americans provided at Sapporo influenced the speed and direction of 
Japanese colonization of Hokkaido and the concomitant social and cultural displacement of the 
Ainu. 20 
The Meiji occupation of Hokkaido began in 1869, when, hoping to find much needed 
natural resources and to shore up the country’s northern boundaries against potential Russian 
encroachment, the newly formed Colonization Commission began to develop the island and 
incorporate territory that had long been regarded as marginal, at best.  An 1871 memo by 
Kuroda outlined Hokkaido’s economic potential, describing the island’s rich fishing waters, 
sources of timber, arable soil (around the island’s outer edges), large harbors, navigable rivers, 
and noted that a variety of metals, minerals, stone, coal  were waiting to be tapped. Indeed, 
excellent sources of coal, gold, and iron had already been discovered.21 
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Over the following decade, the Colonization Commission initiated a rapid and 
comprehensive scheme of modernization, introducing new ideas and technologies in areas of 
urban planning, farming, mining, forestry, and fishing. It also adopted policies to encourage 
immigration from the Japanese mainland. The new government established ports, opened 
roads, developed railways, and introduced practices intended to develop local natural resources 
for export to national and international markets. Representing essentially an act of domestic 
colonization, these efforts profoundly transformed the lives of the Ainu people. The new 
regime seized their ancestral lands and transformed them into private property, which it sold to 
new immigrants. Ainu were forced to become Japanese citizens and urged to adopt the 
Japanese language and culture. Their animist and spiritualist religious practices were banned. 
The rapid decline of the Ainu population on Hokkaido reflects the extent of the impact these 
changes had: in 1854, more than 20% of the island’s population was Ainu; by 1903, due to a 
combination of Japanese immigration and the government’s assimilationist and colonizing 
policies, the Ainu made up only 1.65% of the island’s total population.22 
 Meiji officials were particularly interested in developing the island along American lines, 
believing that the experience of the United States in developing its own frontiers—and 
subjugating its own tribal peoples—would be especially salient.23 Thus, in 1870, Kuroda 
Kiyotaka, head of the Colonization Commission, invited Horace Capron, a former U.S. 
Commissioner of Agriculture and a successful Illinois farmer, who had also served as the U.S. 
government’s Indian Agent in Texas, to Hokkaido to oversee the island’s development. In 
1871, Capron and his three assistants traveled to Hokkaido, and over the next ten years, 
seventy-five foreigners, including forty-five Americans, were invited to the island. This group of 
                                                
22 Ibid., 12–14. 
23 Willcock, “Traditional Learning, Western Thought, and the Sapporo Agricultural College,” 980. 
22
engineers, surveyors, geologists, professors, farm experts, and horticulturalists played a pivotal 
role in the development of Hokkaido’s infrastructure and institutions.24 
 Yujin Yaguchi has argued that although Capron and his staff understood the value of 
Hokkaido in terms of its natural resources, this value was viewed not as intrinsic to Hokkaido, 
but rather contingent on the systematic development of its resources as exportable 
commodities. Thus, under Capron’s leadership, efforts at modernization focused not only on 
the exploitation of the island’s natural resources through mining, forestry, and the introduction 
of commercial agriculture and fishing but also on overcoming obstacles of space and distance 
by developing an efficient transportation network of roads and railways to connect these 
products to the marketplace.25 The value of Hokkaido’s natural resources was realized only 
once they had been converted into commodities through extraction, transformation and/or 
cultivation, and, finally, broad circulation in national and international markets. 
 Among Capron’s many suggestions was the establishment of a college modeled on U.S. 
land grant colleges to teach Japanese students a scientific approach to agriculture. Following 
Capron’s return to the United States in 1875, William S. Clark, a professor of chemistry, 
zoology and botany at Amherst, and the founding president of the Massachusetts Agriculture 
College (established in 1867) was hired to establish Sapporo Agriculture College (SAC) on 
Hokkaido in 1876. Under Clark’s guidance, a curriculum was developed that combined 
education in the agricultural sciences, including studies in geography, botany, and geology, along 
with the study of the Western art, literature and ethics, and modern business and manufacturing 
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practices.26 The college’s scientific curriculum was a direct reflection of changes occurring in the 
agricultural sciences and education in the United States. During this period, which witnessed the 
establishment of the state agricultural college program, “farm studies” were transformed into 
the “agricultural sciences.” Responding to the rapid professionalization occurring in other 
sciences, practitioners began to develop academic standards, journals, and professional societies 
while arguing for the importance of including aspects of the “pure sciences.” Laboratory 
experiments, including work in physiology, chemistry, pathology, agronomy, geography, and, of 
course, botany, were incorporated as integral aspects of this traditionally “applied” field.27  
A 1915 report published by the college (which had become a part of Tokyo 
Imperial University in 1907), entitled American Influence Upon the Agriculture of Hokkaido, 
Japan, detailed the transformation of Hokkaido’s landscape under the leadership of SAC. 
Explicitly equating Hokkaido’s landscape with that of the United States, the report noted 
that “its vast plains, wooded hills, and other features remind us much of America,” while 
simultaneously emphasizing the island’s fundamental geographic and racial differences 
from the “mainland of Japan.” Using terminology intended to evoke the westward 
expansion of the United States, the report described the founding of Hokkaido’s colonial 
government in 1869 and the “pioneer days” from 1869-1882, during which the new 
government devoted its efforts to “clearing and opening up” the island in order to lay the 
foundation for its current growth and prosperity. The report went on to describe the 
transformation of Hokkaido’s “empty” lands (neglecting, of course, to mention Ainu 
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displacement) into a productive natural resource through a system of surveying, land 
grants, and cultivation practices explicitly modeled on those of the United States. 28 A 
history of SAC, also published by the Japanese government in 1915, and with the subtitle, 
“What America has done for Japan,” made the connection between Hokkaido’s 
transformation and American influence even more explicit:  
With so strong an American influence, it was little wonder that the city of 
Sapporo grew up on American lines. The streets were marked out wide, and 
straight, many of the buildings were substantial structures of American pattern, 
the farms of the surrounding country had American crops and machines, 
American ideas were in factor and the whole section became in effect an 
experiment station of American civilization.29  
 
The two reports also alluded to the rapid transformation of Hokkaido’s biotic 
character that occurred in this period, with American Influence describing how, under 
American “experts,” numerous foreign trees and plants were introduced to the island. 
Norway spruce, white pine, and Scotch pine were planted in commercial timber forests. 
Various field crops, such as barley, wheat, hops, millet, corn, grasses, and clovers were 
brought from America, where they had been acclimatized. The period also marked a 
“new epoch of fruit growing in Japan,” with the introduction of apples, pears, cherries, 
plum, grapes, along with various vegetables.30 However, it is important to note that the 
transformation of Hokkaido’s environment also had dramatic consequences for the Ainu. 
For instance, the large-scale clearance of forests to make way for farms, industry, and 
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infrastructure resulted in a dramatic decline of the deer population and thus the 
disappearance of one of the Ainu’s major food sources. 31 
Contributing to the transformation of Hokkaido’s landscape was Louis Boehmer, 
a German-American horticulturalist, who would go on to found one of Japan’s first 
commercial export nurseries. Boehmer, who had emigrated to the U.S from Germany in 
1862, had been the owner of a successful nursery in New York State, and, in 1872, was 
among the first American advisors to travel to Hokkaido. After a brief stay outside of 
Tokyo, where Boehmer began to import fruit trees, including apples, pears, and cherries, 
he and his new plants traveled to Hokkaido to carry out his original charge, which, 
interestingly, was to develop “Western floriculture” at Sapporo in order to encourage 
immigration to the island by creating a more genial environment. As the report on 
American influence at Sapporo noted, “[I]t was a cherished belief of Gen. Capron that a 
new country should have many special attractions for immigrants in order to make sure 
their settlement was sure and permanent; and so Western floriculture was introduced into 
Hokkaido at the pioneer stage of its colonization.” 32 Boehmer also participated in the 
development of Sapporo’s model farm and botanic garden, constructing a greenhouse 
and orchestrating the importation of ornamental plants from the United States. The same 
report indicated that Boehmer “rendered great practical service to practical horticulture 
on the island.” Indeed, Boehmer’s influence appeared to linger well into the twentieth 
century, as the college continued to play a pivotal role in fostering a commercial nursery 
industry dedicated to the importation and propagation of Western plants: 
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In the city of Sapporo alone, there are five prosperous seedsmen, dealing in 
Western crop and flower seeds and seedlings. These are sold all over the Empire 
of Japan, as well as in every country in the Orient…. The fact that these dealers in 
seeds and seedlings are all, with one exception, graduates of the Imperial 
Agricultural College of Sapporo, and the fact that Sapporo has come to be the 
most famous city in Japan for Western flower and plant propagation, show clearly 
what a great influence America had on the horticulture of Hokkaido.” 33 
 
 
 
 
L. Boehmer & Co. and the International Nursery Trade 
Following the reorganization of Sapporo Agricultural College by the Japanese 
government, Boehmer elected to remain in Japan, and in 1882 opened a commercial 
nursery in the treaty port of Yokohama. By the mid-1880s, Boehmer had established 
himself as one of Japan’s most successful and well-known horticultural entrepreneurs and 
was likely the first to operate on a truly global scale. Boehmer drew upon the extensive 
network of international contacts he had developed since arriving in Japan, and in a 
reversal of his initial position as an importer and naturalizer of foreign plants to Japan, 
distributed seeds, bulbs, and plants to major gardening firms and botanical gardens in the 
United States, Europe, Asia, and Australia, eventually becoming the official purveyor of 
plants to the king of Prussia.34  
The offices, greenhouses, packing sheds, and test fields of L. Boehmer & Co. were 
scattered among three properties along Yokohama’s Bluff, the residential center of Yokohama’s 
foreign community, where Boehmer had also constructed a beautiful “American style home.” 
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Fig. 1.1: L. Boehmer & Co.’s warehouse, packing shed (top) and offices and attached 
greenhouse (bottom). From L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-03 
(back cover). Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
28
Fig. 1.2: Japanese nursery workers tending a field of  peonies in L. Boehmer & Co.’s 
trial grounds in 1900-1901. From L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 
1902-03, p. 12. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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Reflecting Capron’s emphasis on the coordination of systems of production and distribution, 
Boehmer’s nursery was a fully integrated operation that handled everything from the cultivation 
and collection of nursery stock to packing and shipping arrangements. As only a portion of the 
nursery’s stock could be cultivated in Yokohama, Boehmer depended upon a network of 
European plant explorers and Japanese brokers, who worked directly with other Japanese 
cultivators to obtain plants. Boehmer had himself conducted plant explorations before and 
during his time at Sapporo, and in 1889 hired German gardener Alfred Unger to journey to 
Okinawa in search of Cycas, a form of palm. Boehmer also employed Ushei Suzuki as a basho or 
middleman, who assisted with plant explorations and maintained a network of suppliers from 
small Japanese nurseries.35 By the late 1880s, Boehmer was publicizing his wares via 
advertisements in European and American publications and through catalogs.36 
Photographs of the nursery from the 1902-1903 wholesale catalog emphasize the 
integration of the firm’s operations (Figs 1.1 & 1.2), depicting the test fields where stock was 
cultivated, as well as the packing shed, where it was prepared for export, and the firm’s offices, 
with greenhouses and other growing spaces attached, where orders would have been processed 
and other business transactions carried out. However, the photographs also suggest a 
fundamental tension surrounding the firm’s identity as a European-owned business located on 
Japanese soil, engaged in the production and export of Japanese plants, and staffed by Japanese 
workers. While on the one hand photographs seem to celebrate the firm’s hybrid operations, 
depicting buildings that are composites of Western and Japanese styles and materials, they also 
suggest a hierarchical division of labor, organized around ethnicity, under which European 
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Fig. 1.3: Lilium auratum bulbs being dried in preparation for shipment in the packing packing 
department at L. Boehmer & Co. From L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-
03, p. 4. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell 
University (all rights reserved).
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professionals provided the oversight and expertise and Japanese workers, the labor. For 
example, in one image, two European men dressed in suits stand in front of the packing shed, 
presumably engaged in a business discussion, while a third industriously consults a notebook as 
he stands directly beneath the sign that proclaims the firm’s identity as “Exporters of 
Horticultural, Agricultural, and Forestry Products.” In contrast, an image of the “Trial 
Grounds” shows solely Japanese laborers at work in a field of peonies. 
A statement in the 1902-03 catalog text explicitly equates the efficacy and dependability 
of the firm’s business practices with its European management, noting that, “Our facilities for 
handling a large volume of trade are shown by some of the photographs and all the details of it 
are superintended by a staff of trained European assistants. Orders placed with us are therefore 
certain of the very best possible execution.”37 Via an implied and incomplete chiasmus, this 
statement imparts an undercurrent of anxiety to this racialized division of labor, yet 
simultaneously transforms this anxiety into a commercial asset. The implication that customers’ 
perception of the firm as Japanese-run could have negative consequences for the business 
highlights the firm’s own anxieties—as well as those of its customers—and then, through the 
invocation of its European identity (the catalog’s title page describes Boehmer’s as the “Only 
European Nursery in Japan”) capitalizes on the fears of its customers to allay its own. 
Presaging bonsai’s ability as a commodity to manage conflicting identities and ambitions 
is a photograph of the firm’s packing department in which the strict policing of racial and 
professional boundaries begins to give way as the firm’s European managers and Japanese 
workers stand together. (Fig. 1.3). Stretching diagonally across the image’s fore- and middle- 
grounds are trays containing lily bulbs being dried in preparation for export. The repetitive 
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pattern in which the trays and bulbs are arrayed, together with their sheer quantity, echo the 
practices and aesthetics of industrial mass production and emphasize that the bulbs themselves 
have been transformed from products of the Japanese landscape and Japanese labor into 
exportable commodities through a nexus of European commercial, industrial, and agricultural 
practices. As commodities, the bulbs embody the carefully-managed separation of the nursery’s 
business practices—enabling the co-existence of its European and Japanese identities without 
dissolving their hierarchical relationships.  
 
 
Consolidation and Commodification: The Expansion of the Japanese Nursery Trade 
 
Boehmer was soon joined in the export nursery trade by numerous Japanese firms, 
which had formed in response to a dramatic increase in European and American demand for 
Japanese plants.38 As one of the first fully integrated international export nurseries, Boehmer 
was surely instrumental in shaping the nursery trade. Perhaps the clearest expression of 
Boehmer’s influence was the involvement of Ukehi Suzuki, who had served as Boehmer’s 
broker, in the establishment of the Yokohama Gardeners’ Association, later renamed the 
Yokohama Nursery Company (YNC). Formed as a collective by Suzuki and three other 
Japanese nurserymen in 1890 to undertake the direct export of Japanese seeds and bulbs, the 
firm became Japan’s largest and longest-running commercial nursery. 39 The firm appears to 
have been run along similar principles to Boehmer’s, supplementing nursery stock from its own 
fields with that obtained from a network of smaller growers. Like Boehmer’s, it was a fully 
integrated business, handling everything from the cultivation of plants to packing, shipping, and 
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Fig. 1.4: A portion of  the Yokohama Nursery Company’s property (top) and workers sorting 
Lilium longiflorum bulbs in preparation for export (bottom). From Descriptive Catalogue 
of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1918-19 (frontispiece). Used by permission, L.H. Bai-
ley Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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Figs. 1.5 & 1.6: Front and back covers of  Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1913-14. Used 
by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights 
reserved).
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marketing.40 Photographs from the 1918 catalog suggest the firm’s industrial nature. In the top 
image, narrow towers thrust above tightly clustered roofs, evoking a factory, while at the 
bottom, workers spaced at regular intervals sort through mounds of Lilium longiflorum bulbs in 
preparation for export. (Figure 1.4) 
While both firms would continue to expand, establishing international branches in 
Shanghai (Boehmer) and San Francisco, New York, and London (YNC), it was the Yokohama 
Nursery that led the way in developing one of the industry’s most powerful vectors for 
distribution: the lavishly illustrated, widely-circulated English language mail-order catalog.41 
Following a reorganization between 1893 and 1894, during which the company’s name was 
changed from the Yokohama Gardeners’ Association to the Yokohama Nursery Company, the 
firm began issuing impressive publications, written in English and beautifully illustrated with 
colored plates, line drawings, and photographs of Japanese garden plants. (Figures 1.5 & 1.6) 
Boehmer and other nurseries struggled to keep pace, and by the late 1890s, the production of 
illustrated catalogs was de rigeur for export nurseries.42 While the next chapter examines in detail 
the visual and textual strategies that these catalogs used to represent bonsai to Western 
audiences, here, a survey of the catalogs from several nurseries provides an outline of the trade’s 
logistical operations. 
Nursery catalogs suggest that the transformation of Japanese horticulture into export 
commodities was supported by the establishment and expansion of global communication, 
banking, and transportation networks that depended upon processes of abstraction, 
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Fig. 1.7: Yokohama Nursery Company cable code table. From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery 
Company, 1918-19, n.p.  Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell 
University (all rights reserved).
Fig. 1.8: “Chamaecyparis obtusa var. nana 
Carr. Genuine dwarf  tree about 
70 years old. Value 50 yen. The 
grounds of  the Yokohama Nurs-
ery in June 1918.” Photos by E.H. 
Wilson, Archives of  the Arnold 
Arboretum. Reproduced in Del 
Tredici, “From Temple to Ter-
race: The Remarkable Journey of  
the Oldest Bonsai in America,” 6.
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standardization, and distribution to render natural products into financial capital. After reading 
detailed descriptions in nursery catalogs, customers could place orders via telegraph, using cable 
addresses that reduced the nursery’s specific, geographic location (which was itself often 
pictured in the catalog) to a condensed and abstracted verbal designation (“Boehmer 
Yokohama” for L. Boehmer & Co. or “Uyekigumi Yokohama” for YNC).43 Customers could 
place orders using cable codes, which compressed plant names and ordering and shipping 
instructions into series of Esperanto-like nonsense words, eliding plants’ local (Japanese) and 
botanic (scientific) identities, while simultaneously establishing them as standardized items and 
defining them in terms of the process through which they were to be exported. For example, 
detailed tables in the Yokohama Nursery Catalogs listed the codes for ordering Lily bulbs, 
Cycas plants and other nursery stock. (Figure 1.7) Along with information about genus and 
species, the instruction to “Ship by Steamer” was embedded within each code. Codes also 
operated via the standardization of plants as they designated the size class to which each item 
belonged. “Trabucante” indicated Lilium Auratum bulbs of 8 to 9 inches while nine to eleven 
inch bulbs were “Tracalero.” Additional terms were necessary to indicate quantity (from 
“Miscredono” for 2,500 to “Mistruravel” for 50,000). 44 
By 1902, customers of L. Boehmer & Co. were able to transmit their orders using two 
international standard codes or the firm’s proprietary one, which, along with words for quantity, 
included terms for processes specific to the nursery’s operations. Codes could designate how an 
order should be divided up, the frequency with which it should recur, the season in which it 
would ship, and the method and route by which it would travel. For example, the term 
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“Teregerian” indicated that an order was to be divided into two shipments; “Ternacericos” 
meant ship every month; “Testaferro,” “Ship by way of San Francisco only”; and “Terterada,” 
“Ship by Hamburg America Line Only.” Unlike the YNC catalogs, codes for plants were 
included as part of individual catalog entries, which listed plants by their Latinate designation, 
Anglicized Japanese name where available, and their cable code. For example the “ Lilium 
Alexandrae” was identified by its “Japan name UKEYERI” and its code “Modoliamo.”45  
Global banking and transportation networks further enabled the transformation of 
these newly abstracted and standardized natural products into financial capital, as well as their 
distribution to international markets. Upon placing an order, customers were required to 
provide a letter of credit or a draft from a major international bank with offices in Yokohama or 
Tokyo. Although catalogs presented approximate exchange rates for British, French, and 
German currency into U.S. dollars in their introductions, prices were generally listed in U.S. 
gold, with exception of L. Boehmer & Co., whose prices were in Japanese Yen.46  
International orders were shipped on the steamships that traveled regularly from 
Japanese ports to various major port cities in North America, Europe and Asia, usually between 
October and February, while plants were dormant. The Tokio [sic] Nurseries, a smaller nursery 
company that had been established in the 1880s, for example, listed eight steamship companies 
that it used to transport plants in 1897. The Canadian Pacific Railway Company had three or 
four weekly ship departures from Yokohama to Vancouver, Canada and other Pacific North 
American ports, while the Northern Pacific Steamship and Railroad Company maintained three 
weekly dispatches to Tacoma and other U.S. and Canadian ports. Many of the plants were then 
                                                
45 L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-1903, 5-6, 9. 
46 Based on a review of the catalogs for L. Boehmer & Co, for 1902-03, 1904, 1906; catalogs of the Yokohama 
Nursery Company, 1896-1922; see bibliography for details.  
39
shipped by railway to the eastern United States, with transcontinental trips usually completed 
within two weeks.47 Steamships sailing from Yokohama reached their Western North American 
ports in approximately twelve days for Vancouver, seventeen to nineteen days for Tacoma, and 
eighteen days for San Francisco. Plant materials were also shipped directly to New York, a 
seventy- or an eighty-day voyage that was recommended only for strong plants and bulbs. 
Plants bound for European ports took approximately forty-three days for Marseilles, fifty-one 
days for London and Southampton, and fifty-five days for Dutch and German ports. Shipping 
rates in 1897, for example, ranged from $8 to $10 dollars gold (about $164 to $205 in today’s 
dollars) per ton via steamship and about $14 to $16 per ton via transcontinental railroad. 48 
 
Bonsai Commodified 
By the 1880s, bonsai had been thoroughly incorporated into the commercial nursery 
trade, and by the turn of the nineteenth century, there were at least twelve Japanese nursery 
companies exporting bonsai specimens. The majority of bonsai exported were Hinoki Cypress, 
or Chabo-hiba, usually trained into a conical shape, with regularly arranged horizontal branches. 
Relatively easy to grow (although difficult to care for) this style featured long, leafless bent 
branches that terminated in dense clusters of leaves. (Fig. 1.8) Peter Del Tredici has suggested 
that the preponderance of Chabo-hiba on the international market indicated that this style had 
lost popularity among the Japanese during the late 1800s. With domestic taste leaning toward 
modern and “natural” bonsai, specimens in this older style were “being ‘dumped’” on newly-
accessible Western markets. Nursery catalogs referred to miniature trees growing in pots as 
                                                
47 The Tokio Nurseries Co., The Tokio Nurseries Co. General Catalogue of Plants, Bulbs, Seeds &c. &c. (Komagone, 
Tokio, Japan, 1897), n.p. 
48 Ibid. 
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Fig. 1.9: A section devoted to “Dwarf  Trees” featuring a “very old” dwarfed red maple. From 
L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-03, p. 29. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey 
Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
41
Fig. 1.10: An ancient dwarfed pink Wisteria. From L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-
03, p. 33. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell 
University (all rights reserved).
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dwarfed, trained, or naninized. The word naninized originates from the Latin noun nana 
meaning “small.”49  
Boehmer’s company was among the first to export bonsai commercially to Europe. 
Alfred Unger, who had become a partner in the firm in 1890, assumed full ownership following 
Boehmer’s death in 1896, and operated under the name L. Boehmer & Co. until 1928. He 
continued to develop the bonsai export trade, advertising bonsai in nursery catalogs and even 
traveling to the United States and Europe to promote the nursery’s wares.50 By 1902, the L. 
Boehmer & Co. catalog included a section devoted to “Dwarf Trees,” offering flowering trees 
(plums, cherries, peaches, wisteria, and pears), conifers (pines, junipers, cryptomerias, and 
thujas), maples and even rock sceneries containing dwarfed old trees. (Figs. 1.9 & 1.10) The 
catalog featured a photo of a very old bonsai specimen of Trident maple and stated that: “We 
have most wonderful specimens of both Maples and Conifers of all sizes, shapes and ages, the 
attractiveness and peculiarity of which are simply unsurpassed.” While the catalog seemed to 
suggest that antique bonsai, as unique items, resisted commodification, cautioning that it was 
impossible to supply a pricelist as each tree was “singly cared for during many a year, each and 
every one has its particular formation, its particular size, age, etc.,” it also noted that it was able 
to supply these “wonderful dwarf trees from 3 yen to 50 yen each and more” and urged 
customers to contact the nursery with their budget and then “leave the selection entirely to 
us.”51  
By 1892, The Yokohama Gardeners’ Association was also offering dwarf trees in pots. 
                                                
49 Del Tredici, “From Temple to Terrace,” 6, 14; Elias, “History of the Introduction and Establishment of Bonsai 
in the Western World,” 21. 
50Albert Unger, “Anregendes-Unterhaltendes. Japan-Betrachtungen und-Erinnerungen V,” Die Gartenwelt 34, no. 2 
(1929): 25. 
51 L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-1903, 29–30. 
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Fig. 1.11: “Chamaecyparis obtusa, Chabo-hiba. One of  the famous Japanese naninized plant, above 
100 years in pot.” From  Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1896, n.p. 
Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all 
rights reserved).
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Fig. 1.12 “Dwarfed Trees Growing in Jardiniers and their Cultural Directions.” From Descriptive Cata-
logue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1901, p. 62. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Horto-
rium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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From 1892-1896, offerings included three varieties of Thuja obtusa var. Chabo-hiba, which the 
catalog described as “famous dwarf plant in pot grown 100 years with regular rows of 
branches.” (Fig. 1.11) Prices ranged from $2-$12, while a variety with golden, variegated leaves 
was slightly more expensive at $3- $12 each, and one with silver variegation at $4-$12.52 By 
1901, the YNC had expanded its offerings, and at least twenty-seven species in a variety of sizes 
were available, including pine, juniper, maple, flowering trees and vines, and palms. The catalogs 
also began to include a section dedicated to “Dwarfed Trees Growing in Jardinières and their 
Cultural Directions,” which contained precise information about watering techniques, identified 
correct exposure and light conditions, and explained when and how to apply fertilizer. 
Additional instructions on pruning conifers, flowering, and deciduous trees were also 
included.53  (Fig. 1.12) 
 The “Cultural Directions” translated Japanese cultivation techniques into terms that 
Europeans and Americans could understand and, more importantly, carry out, describing the 
care of dwarf trees as a “science” that could be practiced by an experienced (and presumably 
non-Japanese) gardener. Indeed, for the pruning process, the instructions described how a 
British gardener had been able to successfully apply Japanese techniques: “To maintain 
dwarfness in the trees, pinch back the young growth; this we usually do from April to the 
middle of June and always with the finger and thumb, a practice followed by the late Mr. 
Thomas Rivers of Sawbridgeworth, England, when preparing his dwarfed fruit trees fruiting in 
pots.”54 As cable codes translated Japanese plants into an international language of 
telecommunications to support global distribution, so the Cultural Directions rendered the care 
                                                
52 Yokohama Nursery Co, Descriptive Catalogue of the Yokohama Nursery Company ... for 1896. (Yokohama, 1896),28. 
53 Yokohama Nursery Co, Descriptive Catalogue of the Yokohama Nursery Company ... for 1901, 62. 
54 Ibid., 65. 
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Fig. 1.13: “A Group of  Dwarfed Thuja Obtusa.” From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Compa-
ny, 1910-11, p. 72. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell 
University (all rights reserved).
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of bonsai into a language of horticultural equivalencies to enable their international cultivation. 
Although relying on images of antique bonsai for marketing purposes, the catalogs 
suggest bonsai actually being sold were far younger, and were thus likely being produced 
explicitly for the export market. Indeed, photographs of YNC show Chabo-hiba arranged in 
rows throughout the nursery grounds, their small size and sheer abundance calling their rarity—
and so age—into question. (Fig. 1.13) The 1897 catalog of the Tokio Nursery Company seems 
to confirm this distinction. In addition to offering seven varieties of trained conifers in a range 
of sizes for between $1.50 and $5.00 each, the catalog noted, “For very old valuable dwarf trees 
special quotations will be made on application, as these often cost 100 dollars each according to 
age and form.”55 Photographs of the nursery showed a similarly large selection of plants to the 
Yokohama Nursery Company. (Fig. 1.14) Arrayed in regular rows, one after the other, the 
specimens disappear into the horizon, suggesting an endless supply based upon infinite 
reproducibility. Thoroughly imbricated within the processes of global capitalism that had 
enabled the Japanese nursery trade, bonsai’s commodification was complete.  
 
 
                                                
55 The Tokio Nurseries Co., The Tokio Nurseries Co. General Catalogue of Plants, Bulbs, Seeds &c. &c., 42–42. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 
Bonsai in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction: 
Plant Capitalism and the Invention of Tradition 
 
 
The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction can be brought may not 
touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of its presence is always depreciated. This holds not 
only for the art work but also, for instance, for a landscape which passes in review before the 
spectator in a movie. In the case of the art object, a most sensitive nucleus – namely, its 
authenticity – is interfered with whereas no natural object is vulnerable on that score. The 
authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from 
its substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced. 
 
—Walter Benjamin “The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction (1968),” p. 221. 
 
 
 
Bonsai’s commodification, however, went beyond the processes of mass production 
and global distribution: print culture, in the form of travel literature, magazine articles, and 
nursery and auction catalogs, emerged as a critical medium through which the form’s value was 
transmitted. Initially, many of the Western descriptions of bonsai that appeared after Perry’s 
1853 mission focused on the trees’ grotesque aspects, pointing to the artifice—and violence—
of the miniaturization process, as well as bonsai’s strange beauty. 1 As Western audiences 
became increasingly familiar with bonsai, this sense of grotesquerie was transmuted into an 
understanding of bonsai as a “species of art,” which, though rooted in a markedly different 
understanding of beauty and landscape, was worthy of appreciation—and collection.2 In 
response, a “fine art” market for antique bonsai specimens—sometimes hundreds of years 
                                                
1 Neil Harris, “All the World a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1879-1904,” in Mutual Images: Essays in 
American-Japanese Relations, ed. Priscilla Clapp and Akira Iriye (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 25. For 
example, see C.W. Quinn, “Japanese Dwarf Trees,” Scientific American Supplement 49 (June 9, 1900): 20442. 
2 For example, see Edward Sylvester Morse, Japanese Homes and Their Surroundings (Boston: Ticknor and Co., 1886), 
285–86; Emily S. Patton, Japanese Topsyturvy-dom (Tokyo: T. Hasegawa, 1896), 26–27. 
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 old—emerged in the United States. This new appreciation of bonsai’s antiquarian value was 
connected to a sense of its status as an ancient art form, representative of a romanticized and 
imagined vision of old Japan.3 
This chapter draws on two types of literature: accounts of Japanese life and culture 
(travel literature, magazine and newspapers articles) that appeared in the U.S. after 1853 and the 
commercial publications (nursery and auction catalogs) through which bonsai was marketed and 
sold in the U.S. Through an examination of the visual and textual strategies that Japanese 
nursery firms used in their catalogs, it suggests that these companies strategically mitigated their 
modern, commercial identities, cloaking themselves in a patina of nostalgia to invest their wares 
with financial value. This chapter also explores the emergence of a split market for bonsai in the 
U.S.—an antiquarian market for high-priced aged specimens, and a more popular one geared 
toward middle-class consumers—through an examination of the catalogs of three bonsai 
auctions held in the U.S. between 1899 and 1904. Focusing on the “fine art” side of this market 
(the more popular one will be discussed in Chapter Three), it examines how bonsai specimens, 
hundreds of years old, were presented to potential customers as authentic expressions of 
Japanese tradition. The latter portion of this chapter offers a hypothesis for how antique 
specimens of bonsai made their way to American consumers. It suggests that new 
understandings of Japan’s cultural heritage and landscape, directly linked to Meiji nationalism, 
played a critical role in dislocating Chabo-hiba, sometimes hundreds of years old, from the 
gardens of Japan’s palaces and temples and bringing them to market.  
                                                
3 For example, see Yamanaka & Co, A Collection of Rare and Beautiful Japanese and Arboreal Plants: To Be Sold at Public 
Auction  : by Order of the Importers, Yamanaka & Co., Boston and New York  : ... November 15, 16, 17, 18, 1899, at 3:00 
O’clock. Leonard & Co. Auctioneers, 47 Bromfield Street, Boston, 1899, 85–86.  
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 This chapter draws upon and complicates Benedict Anderson’s discussion of “print 
capitalism” (the production and dissemination of mechanically-reproduced books and 
newspapers that accompanied the spread of capitalism) and its role in the formation of the 
national and the colonial state.4 Through a consideration of the print culture associated with the 
bonsai market, as well as through bonsai’s own materiality, it suggests that bonsai can be 
understood as a form of “plant capitalism,” which managed competing notions of Japan as 
“traditional” and “modern,” allowing bonsai to retain an aura of authenticity, even as it was 
mass-produced for export. Plant capitalism also leveraged the “cultural biographies” of antique 
specimens within the market to convert historical specificity into financial capital through the 
reproduction and circulation of both bonsai and their biographies. Within Japan, nationalist re-
imaginings of the country’s religious and artistic traditions, as well as its geography, facilitated 
yet another facet of plant capitalism, as attempts to create “imagined communities”—and 
imagined landscapes—within Japan ultimately supported the sale of aged bonsai specimens to 
American collectors, and so the transformation of historical resources into economic ones. 
Plant capitalism thus operated at multiple registers, creating an aura for bonsai that utilized the 
past to support the formation of both Japanese and American identities in the present.5 
 
A Species of Art: Books and Periodicals 
In June 1900, the Scientific American Supplement reprinted an excerpt from an article by 
C.W. Quinn that was originally published in 1878 in The Garden (the journal of Britain’s Royal  
                                                
4 Benedict R. O’Gorman Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, Rev. ed. 
(New York: Verso, 2006). 
5 Deborah R. Koreshoff, Bonsai: Its Art, Science, History and Philosophy (Brisbane: Boolarong, 1984), 6–8; Karen 
Wigen, “Discovering the Japanese Alps: Meiji Mountaineering and the Quest for Geographical Enlightenment,” 
The Journal of Japanese Studies 31, no. 1 (Winter 2005): 11; Masako Gavin, “The Forgotten Enlightener: Shiga 
Shigetaka (1863-1927)” (PhD diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 1997), 5, 24.  
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Clockwise from top left:
Illustrations and captions from C.W. Quinn, “The Horticultural Comprachicos of  Japan at the Paris Exhibi-
tion,” The Garden, Aug. 24, 1878.
Fig. 2.1: “Pinus densiflora, submitted to the same treatment as the specimen shown in Fig 2 [not shown],” 
p. 174.
Fig. 2.2: “Full-grown Kaki, with the branches deformed by pruning and training, bearing here and there 
fructiferous peduncles,” p. 175.
Fig. 2.3: “Stunted and deformed specimen of  Rhynchospermum japonicum,”  p. 175.
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 Horticultural Society). Quinn wrote:  
The daimios of Yokohama and Nagasaki are not content with the countless beautiful 
gems of the plant world with which their favored islands are studded, but they must also 
have dwarfs and monsters of the vegetable kingdom. They must have pine trees with 
the best part of their roots leaping up into the air several feet higher than their topmost 
twigs, or Kakis with their branches so contorted as to resemble tangled masses of 
cordage instead of the graceful trees which we know them to be. By training their 
shoots and branches with the utmost patience they are able to produce the most 
monstrous forms, while by limiting the amount of nourishment which the plants receive 
within the narroWest possible mark they become dwarfs. Hence, by adopting the latter 
method of checking their growth, they succeed in producing plants which, although 
they may be over a century old, are still small enough to live and thrive in a medium-
sized flower pot. We must also remember that the climate of Japan is peculiarly 
favorable to this description of horticulture, and it is doubtful whether this kind of 
culture could be carried out in hot, dry, sunshiny [sic] countries. Worried literally half 
out of their lives by ill treatment and starvation, it is not to be wondered as if the size of 
some of these unhappy victims is wholly out of proportion to their age. It is evident that 
some means are taken to draw the roots out of the soil gradually, without in any way 
damaging the rootlets, so as to expose all their rammifications [sic] to the air, leaving 
only a small portion of their extremities in the soil.6  
 
Illustrations (not reproduced in Scientific American, but accompanying the original article) 
depicted bonsai with tentacle-like branches, emphasizing their monstrosity. (Figs. 2.1, 2.2 & 
2.3) Captions further suggested the unnaturalness and cruelty of the training process, describing 
the trees repeatedly as “deformed.” Moreover, in addition to rejecting Japanese landscape 
aesthetics, Quinn’s article implied a connection between plant torture and the political system of 
pre-Meiji Japan. Ignoring Japan’s nascent parliamentary government, Quinn implied the 
country’s continued position within a framework of “Oriental despotism” and thus its 
continued alienation from (and inferiority to) democratic Western culture.  
In the 1880s, although a combination of fascination and horror persisted, an 
appreciation of bonsai’s aesthetic qualities began to emerge as it became more familiar to 
European and American audiences. In his popular book Japanese Homes & Their Surroundings 
                                                
6 Quinn, “Japanese Dwarf Trees,” 20442. 
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Figs 2.4 & 2.5: Japanese Dwarf  Trees. From Edward Sylvester Morse, Japanese Homes and Their Sur-
roundings (1886), p. 288 (left) & p. 289 (right). 
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 (1886), Edward Sylvester Morse characterized bonsai as “extraordinary objects” and suggested 
that they possessed an almost occult nature: 7 
Before the evidence of life appears in the blooming, one would certainly believe that a 
collection of dwarf plum trees were simply fragments of old blackened and distorted 
branches or roots, -- as if fragments of dead wood had been selected for the purpose of 
grotesque display! Indeed, nothing more hopeless for flowers or life could be imagined 
than the appearance of these irregular, flattened, and even perforated sticks and stumps. 
They are kept in [sic] the house on the sunny side, and while the snow is yet on the 
ground, send out long, delicate drooping twigs, which are soon strung with a wealth of 
the most beautiful rosy-tinted blossoms it is possible to conceive; and, curiously 
enough, not a trace of a green leaf appears during all this luxuriant blossoming. Figure 
278 [Fig. 2.4] is an attempt to show the appearance of one of these phenomenal plum 
trees. It was over forty years old, and stood about 3 feet high. By what horticultural 
sorcery life had been kept in this blackened stump, only a Japanese gardener knows. 
And such a vitality! Not a few feeble twigs and blossoms as an expiring effort, but a 
delicious growth of the most vigorous and dainty flowers.8  
 
The work’s images emphasized the potted trees’ artificiality and, through their abstraction of the 
plants from their garden surroundings, suggested their status as objects d’art, or perhaps as 
scientific or zoological specimens, hinting at a connection to the cultural and racial hierarchies 
of the emerging fields of anthropology and ethnography. (Fig. 2.5) Indeed, Morse had begun 
his career in Japan as a zoologist and natural scientist, invited in 1877 by the Meiji government 
to collect marine fossils and establish a marine laboratory outside Tokyo. He would also 
become an important collector of Japanese pottery and ethnographic artifacts, eventually 
becoming director of the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem, Massachusetts. As the image of the 
fenced-in bonsai “specimen” suggests, Morse’s impulses to classify and collect extended to a 
                                                
7 Morse also served as professor of Zoology at the University of Tokyo, where he is credited with introducing 
Darwin’s theory of evolution to Japan. After his tenure in Japan, Morse returned to the U.S., where he served as 
director of the Peabody Academy of Science (now the Peabody Essex Museum of Salem) from 1880-1914. While 
in Japan, Morse also developed a serious interest in the Omari shell mounds, and his investigations of the mounds 
have been credited with introducing modern anthropology and archaeology to Japan. Reflecting the link between 
art and natural science evidenced in Morse’s written and visual descriptions of bonsai was his additional role as a 
serious collector of Japanese pottery and ethnographic artifacts (Morse returned to Japan in the 1880s specifically 
to add to his collections). His Japanese pottery collection is now at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, and his 
ethnographic artifacts are at Peabody Essex Museum. See Hazel J. Jones, Live Machines: Hired Foreigners and Meiji 
Japan (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1980), 193–212. 
8 Ibid., 28–87.  
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 complete program to preserve and protect the material and biological “fossils” of Japanese 
civilization.9 
By the 1890s, Americans had become more familiar with bonsai, as well as other aspects 
of Japanese arts and culture. Concomitantly, publications began to reflect a wider acceptance of 
Japanese aesthetics—even going so far as to suggest that bonsai represented a legitimate, 
although distinctly non-Western, form of art. For example, a book review in the July 3, 1889 
edition of the journal Garden and Forest critiqued a recently published work, noting that the 
work’s author “speaks with less enthusiasm than most travelers of the effects beloved by 
Japanese gardeners. He does not seem to accept their point of view and recognize that it is 
thoroughly artistic although quite unlike the European point of view.”10  
However, even within this growing appreciation of Japanese horticulture, there 
remained a distinct emphasis on the gulf between American and Japanese landscape aesthetics, 
as well as an implication of the unnaturalness of Japanese practices. Emily S. Patton’s 1896 
book Japanese Topsyturvy-dom, a compendium of illustrated descriptions of aspects of Japanese 
life, described Japanese “arboriculture” as a prime example of the country’s “Topsyturvy-dom” 
(which she defined as the tendency to run counter to “European ideas of what is natural and 
proper”). As Patton wrote, “[I]n cultivating a young tree for its shapeliness, advantage is taken 
of any accidental eccentricity of root or branch, every early symptom of blemish, and these are 
forced and fostered until first a deformity and ultimately a monstrosity of tree-form is evolved.” 
However, rather than condemning the practice, Patton noted that such trees were “cherished 
with affectionate care, and displayed with unmistakable pride, so entirely at variance with our 
                                                
9 Thomas W. Kim, “Being Modern: The Circulation of Oriental Objects,” American Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2006): 380–
81. 
10 Anon., “Review of Johann Justus Rein, The Industries of Japan,” Garden and Forest (June 3, 1889): 321. 
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Fig 2.7 A woodblock illustration of  a Japanse Garden. From Emily S. Patton, Japanese 
Topsyturvy-dom (Japan: T. Hasegawa, 1911), p. 24.
Fig. 2.8 A flower market in Tokyo. From William Elliot Griffis, The Mikado’s Empire 
(1876), p. 391.
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 own, is Japanese taste in this particular!”11 Preceding this description are Patton’s general 
remarks on Japanese gardens, in which she suggests that a Westerner could become 
acculturated to the country’s landscape aesthetics, noting that “eventually the mind yields to the 
subtle power of the aesthetic style of Japanese landscape art…which he ultimately grows to 
admit is decidedly purer in taste and more satisfying to the higher requirements of the mind, 
than our own. 12 The book’s woodblock illustrations reflected this appreciation; the images, 
likely by a Japanese artist for an American audience, depicted a world that, though “topsy-
turvy,” was marked by beauty.13 (Figs. 2.6 & 2.7)  
Parallel to changing attitudes toward bonsai was a growing awareness of the commercial 
aspects of Japanese nurseries. Early works, such as William Griffis’s, The Mikado’s Empire (1876), 
located the bonsai trade within the domain of the traditional Japanese flower market. Griffis 
wrote: “The guild of florists in Tokio is large and wealthy. As the florist father, so is the son. 
Some of the streets of the city are noted for their floral displays and fairs. These are often given 
at night, the street being lighted by candles, as in the picture.” 14 A woodblock print (by 
Nankoku Ozawa) depicting bonsai among the market’s wares complemented Griffis’s 
medievalizing account (note Griffis’s use the word “guild,” as well as the emphasis on organic 
transmission between generations). (Fig. 2.8) Omitting any evidence of Japan’s modernization, 
the text and image together presented bonsai within a romanticized, and likely imagined, vision 
of old Japan, suggesting a nostalgia for the country’s pre-modern society.  
                                                
11 Patton, Japanese Topsyturvy-dom, 1, 26–27. Illustrations from 1911 edition.  
12 Ibid., 25–25. 
13 Patton’s text was published by Hasegawa Takejiro, under the imprint, T. Hasegawa, who became the leading 
Japanese publisher of wood-block printed, crepe paper English- and Euopean-language books on Japanese 
subjects. Employing foreign residents in Japan as writers and translators, as well as noted Japanese artists as 
illustrators, Hasegawa was among the largest purveyors of books for European and American export markets (See 
Frederic Alan Sharf, Takejiro Hasegawa: Meiji Japan's Preeminent Publisher of Wood-Block-Illustrated Crepe-Paper Books 
(Salem: Peabody Essex Museum, 1994). 
14 William Elliot Griffis, The Mikado’s Empire (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1876), 387. 
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 Importantly, Griffis’s account preceded the large-scale commercialization of the nursery 
trade that began in the 1880s. In contrast, in 1899, when the international bonsai trade was well 
established, Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore described the commercial nurseries that had been 
established in Yokohama’s Bluff in her book Jinrikisha Days in Japan. Despite mentioning the 
nurseries’ large export business, Scidmore continued to characterize them in terms that echoed 
Griffis’s account: “…[A] colony of Japanese florists has planted toy-gardens filled with 
vegetable miracles; burlesques and fantasies of horticulture; dwarf-trees, a hundred years old, 
that could be put in the pocket; huge single flowers, and marvelous masses of smaller 
blossoms….”15 Even in the face of their commercialization, American visitors portrayed the 
Japanese nurseries in terms of whimsy and tradition.  
 Nursery owners seem to have recognized that appealing to Americans’ association of 
Japan’s horticulture with an ancient and unchanging heritage was a potentially effective sales 
strategy. One of the first nursery owners to deploy images of old Japan for commercial 
purposes was Albert Unger of L. Boehmer & Co. In response to greater competition from 
other nurseries (particularly the Yokohama Nursery Company), Unger worked with Takejiro 
Hasegawa (who had published Patton’s work in 1896) to produce an illustrated book titled The 
Favorite Flowers of Japan (1901).16 Written by Unger’s wife, Mary, the 64-page work was intended 
to acquaint Western readers with many of the Japanese flowers and ornamental plants that L. 
Boehmer & Co. exported. The work described and illustrated each of the major groups of 
flowering trees and plants, including dwarf trees. It noted that residents of the United States 
                                                
15 Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, Jinrikisha Days in Japan (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1891), 11. 
16 Mary E. Unger, The Favorite Flowers of Japan (Tokyo: T. Hasegawa, 1901). Cited in Thomas Elias, “History of the 
Introduction and Establishment of Bonsai in the Western World,” in Proceedings of the International Scholarly Symposium 
on Bonsai and Viewing Stones, 2005. 
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Figs. 2.9-2.11: Woodblock prints by Shoso Mishima. From the second edition of  Mary E. Unger, The 
Favorite Flowers of  Japan (1906), cover, p. 11, pp. 50-51 (clockwise from top left). 
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 who wished to purchase plants from L. Boehmer & Company could place their orders with 
Messrs. Henry & Lee at 97 Water Street in New York City.17 
 To encourage Western appreciation—and consumption—the work also described 
bonsai’s aesthetic values, as well as techniques for cultivation. Calling bonsai “[m]arvels of 
patience,” Mary Unger wrote that although a “new-comer” to Japan would appreciate bonsai 
for their “daintiness,” Japanese recognized the plants as “[g]overned by immemorial principles.” 
However, Unger exhorted that with patience and practice, it was possible for a Westerner to 
learn to see the trees through Japanese eyes. Later editions of the book included woodblock 
prints by the noted artist Shoso Mishima that celebrated the specimens’ Japanese aesthetics.18 
(Figs. 2.9- 2.11)  
 
Brokering Authenticity & Age Value: Nursery and Auction Catalogs 
Japanese exporters of bonsai were thus faced with the challenge of needing to portray 
both their firms and their goods as traditional, even as they strove to modernize their businesses 
to capitalize on the emerging global market. In response, nursery catalogs deployed visual and 
textual strategies that capitalized on Western conceptions of “traditional” Japanese landscape 
gardens and practices. The catalogs of L. Boehmer & Co. and the Yokohama Nursery Company 
both contained photographs that suggest their status as vestiges of pre-modern Japan, 
appealing, in what could be considered an early instance of branding, to the fantasies of 
Western consumers, while simultaneously emphasizing the cultural authenticity of their wares. 
For example, a photograph from the frontispiece of L. Boehmer & Co.’s 1902 catalog of “A 
                                                
17 Ibid. 
18Mary E. Unger, The Favorite Flowers of Japan (Tokyo: T. Hasegawa, 1901), 49; Peter Del Tredici, “From Temple to 
Terrace: The Remarkable Journey of the Oldest Bonsai in America,” Arnoldia 64, no. 2–3 (2006): 3–4. 
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Fig. 2.12: “A Characteristic Japanese Garden.” From  L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 
1902-03, frontispiece. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
Fig. 2.13: “The Noda Variety of  Wistarias in their Glory.” From  L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale 
Catalogue, 1902-03, p. 32. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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Fig. 2.14: The frontispiece from the Yokohama Nursery Company’s 1908 catalog show-
ing two portions of  the nursery’s grounds, the head office (top) and the arbor 
(bottom). From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1908, 
frontispiece. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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 Characteristic Japanese Garden” recalls the garden depicted in Emily Patton’s Japanese 
Topsyturvy-dom (Fig. 2.6 & 2.12). Reflecting a quasi-anthropological stance, a photograph of 
“The Noda variety of Wistarias [sic] in their Glory” depicts Japanese figures dressed traditional 
garb, gathered beneath an enormous flowering branch and around a typical stone lantern. (Fig. 
2.13) The catalog text frames the image as a representation of tradition as measured by its 
difference from the West, noting that: “Although the plant is well known since years in the 
Western gardens, we have reproduced three views of the Japanese Wistarias [sic] to show in 
which way the Japs [sic] train them to thoroughly enjoy their beauty.”19  
The catalogs of the Yokohama Nursery Company, however, suggest a somewhat more 
complex relationship of tradition to modernity. Photographs from the catalogs juxtapose 
representations of the firm’s modernized areas with its Japanese-style ones. The frontispiece of 
the 1908 catalog reproduces two photographs, stacked one atop the other. (Fig. 2.14) The top 
image depicts the firm’s head office, a contemporary two-story structure, while the bottom 
image shows the firm’s arbor, which contains a teahouse set in a Japanese garden. In the top 
photo, Japanese plants, including bonsai, partially screen the office building, and a single-story 
vernacular building sits just to its right. The pairing thus establishes the firm’s dual identity as 
traditional and modern, while deploying architecture and landscape to mitigate the firm’s 
commercial aspects.20  
This pattern of juxtaposition is further complicated in another photographic ensemble 
that includes five views of the nursery arrayed in an x-shaped formation. (Fig. 2.15) Located at 
the center, YNC’s main office is flanked on the left by views of traditional portions of the firm’s 
                                                
19 L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue of L. Boehmer & Co. for 1902-03 of Japanese Lily-Bulbs, Iris, Peonies, and Other 
Japanese Flower Roots, Seeds, General Nursery Stock and Florists’ Supplies (Yokohama; Tokio: Hasegawa, 1902), 
frontispiece, 32. 
20 Yokohama Nursery Co, Descriptive catalogue of the Yokohama Nursery Company ... for 1908. (Yokohama, 1908), 
frontispiece.  
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 grounds, and on the right, by views of its modern, commercial facilities. Reading these images 
on the diagonal suggests the status of the nursery’s head office as a nexus where tradition and 
modernity meet (the Japanese-style garden on the top left connects to the modern trial ground 
on the bottom right), and where authentic Japanese horticulture (A garden of irises, flowers 
often viewed in the West as emblematic of traditional Japan, on the bottom left) is transformed 
into a commercial commodity (the contemporary, Tokyo Branch store on the top right). 21 
Evoking the structural chiasmus that Baudrillard suggests organizes the “political economy of 
the commodity sign” that underlies capitalist culture, the photographic ensemble reflects the 
process of semiotic exchange within a socially meaningful “system of objects” through which 
objects gain double existence as entities of economic and cultural value (as commodities and 
signs).22 Baudrillard writes: 
It is because the structure of the sign is at the very heart of the commodity form that the commodity can 
take on, immediately, the effect of signification: not epiphenomenally, in excess of itself, as 
"message" or connotation, but because its very form establishes it as a total medium, as a system of 
communication administering all social exchange. Like the sign form, the commodity is a code 
managing the exchange of values. 23 
 
 
As the photos suggest, the nursery, then, operated as the central node of this process, 
alternately creating, managing, and transforming the economic and cultural values of Japanese 
horticulture.  
The YNC’s catalogs also brokered bonsai’s dual identity as the embodiment of Japanese 
tradition and a modern commercial export. The catalogs contained numerous images of antique 
                                                
21 Yokohama Nursery Co, Descriptive catalogue of the Yokohama Nursery Company ... for 1918-19. (Yokohama: 
Yokohama Nursery Co., 1918), frontispiece. 
22 Robert G. Dunn, Identifying Consumption: Subjects and Objects in Consumer Society (Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press, 2008), 54–55; Hal Foster, The Return of the Real: The Avant-Garde at the End of the Century (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1996), 92.  
23 Jean Baudrillard, “For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign,” in Selected Writings, ed. Mark Poster 
(Stanford University Press, 2001), 79. 
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Fig. 2.16: The Yokohama Nursery Company’s 400-year old Chabo-hiba. From Descrip-
tive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 1910-11, p. 72. Used by permis-
sion, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all 
rights reserved).
Fig. 2.17: “Thuja Obtusa, var. Chabo-hiba. Specimens of  the famous Japanse minimized tree, 
above 100 years in pots.” From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Com-
pany, 1901, p. 63. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant 
Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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 Chabo-hiba; for example, the nursery’s four hundred year old specimen, described as a “relic of 
the Ibkugawa Era,” was photographed and published annually starting in 1903, and, after 1904, 
appeared as an icon on catalog covers, functioning essentially as a logo for the nursery.24 (Figs. 
2.16 & 3.12) Evoking the presentation strategies of the auction catalogs discussed below, YNC 
catalogs also included woodcuts that abstracted specimens from their context, placing them 
against blank backgrounds and atop pedestals to emphasize their status as rarities. The caption 
to one such illustration noted that the three plants depicted were upwards of 100 years old. 
(Fig. 2.17) Indeed, as the catalogs hint, age-value would emerge as a critical component of a 
bonsai’s worth on the international market. The older the bonsai, the higher the price. 25 
The importance of age-value, and its concomitant associations of rarity and authenticity, 
was perhaps most clearly expressed by the catalogs of three public bonsai auctions held in the 
U.S. at the turn of the century. The first was organized by Mssrs. Kushibiki & Arai of Tokyo at 
the American Art Galleries in New York in May 1899, the second by Yamanka & Company of 
Osaka at the Leonard & Co. auction house in Boston in November 1899, and the third by S.M. 
Japanese Nursery Company of West Orange, New Jersey, at the Fifth Avenue Auction Rooms 
in New York in May 1904. All three catalogs featured black and white photographs that 
presented numbered individual specimens as art objects. Additionally, the Boston 1899 and 
New York 1904 catalogs featured cover art by Japanese artists that deployed visual strategies 
similar to those used by Japanese nurseries to emphasize Japan’s traditional identity.26 (Fig. 
2.18) 
                                                
24 Photographs of the four-hundred-year old tree appear in YNC catalogs from 1903 on. The tree first appeared as 
a “logo” on the cover of the 1904 catalog. 
25 Del Tredici, “From Temple to Terrace,” 3–6. 
26 Yamanaka & Co, A Collection of Rare and Beautiful Japanese and Arboreal Plants; Messrs. Kushibiki & Arai, An 
Exhibition of a Rare and Beautiful Collection of Japanese Floral and Arboreal Plants: To Be Sold... by Order of the Importers, 
Messrs. Kushibiki & Arai... at the American Art Galleries [New York] on Tuesday and Wednesday Afternoons, May 23 and 24, 
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Fig. 2.18: Front cover of  the catalog for the auction sponsored by the S. M. Japanese Nursery 
Company of  West Orange, New Jersey on May 4-6, 1904 in New York City. Wood-
block print is by Mizuno Toshikata.  Reproduced in Del Tredici, “From Temple to 
Terrace: The Remarkable Journey of  the Oldest Bonsai in America,” p. 12.
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Clockwise from top left:
Fig. 2.19: Item #450 from the catalog for the auction 
sponsored by Yamanka & Company at 
Leonard & Co. in Boston on Nov. 15-18, 
1899. From Yamanaka & Company, A 
Collection of  Rare and Beautiful Japanese and 
Arboreal Plants (1899), n.p.
Fig. 2.20 Item #35a, Enkyanthus Japonicus, from 
the catalog for the auction of  Mssrs. 
Kushibiki & Arai of  Tokyo at the American 
Art Galleries in New York on May 23-24, 
1899.  From Mssrs. Kushibiki & Arai, An 
Exhibition of  a Rare and Beautiful Collection of  
Japanese Floral and Arboreal Plants…(1899), 
n.p.
Fig. 2.21: Item #340 from the 1904 auction catalog 
of  the S.M. Japanese Nursery Company. 
Reproduced in Del Tredici, “From Temple 
to Terrace: The Remarkable Journey of  the 
Oldest Bonsai in America,” 14.
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 Catalog descriptions indicated specimen type (Chabo-hiba, Sago Palm, Bamboo, etc.), 
training style, height, and age. Container type was also specified by shape (Jardinière, pot, etc.) 
and ceramic style (Sigaraki, Rako, etc).27 The Boston auction specifically emphasized the value 
of the ceramic vessels, as well as their intimate connections to the trees: “The Jardinières that 
hold these trees are in themselves valuable possessions, many of them being made specially for 
the specimens they contain, and all being of rare design and extraordinary workmanship.”28 
 In addition to bonsais’ age, descriptions emphasized the lineage of individual specimens, 
repeatedly pointing out any associations with prominent Japanese trainers, historic figures, and 
contemporary collectors. For example, the entry accompanying Item #450 in the catalog of the 
1899 Boston auction (Fig. 2.19) made clear the importance of a tree’s provenance: 
Chabo-hiba. Green variety; this remarkable tree was trained by the great cedar trainer, 
Genbei of Tokio; this family have had for more than 300 years the special honor of 
being gardeners to the different lords Kaga, and they own at present the finest gardens 
in Tokio; this cedar was secured from these gardens, where it had been carefully trained 
for over 120 years; a more magnificent specimens of the Mikoshi shape would be 
difficult to find in Japan, and cannot be duplicated in the United States; without 
exception, the finest specimen ever brought to this country; height 4 feet, 5 in; width 5 
feet 6 inches; age 270 to 300 years; Shigaraki jardinière.29 
 
The importance of a specimen’s association with persons of renown was perhaps most 
evident in an entry from the 1899 New York auction catalog. One of the few century-old trees 
offered that was not a Chabo-hiba, Item #35A was described in similarly celebratory language 
that suggested a specimen derived significant value from its direct link to a prominent trainer, 
artist, work of art, and collector (Fig. 2.20):  
                                                                                                                                                 
1899, at 3 O’clock. Mr. Thomas E. Kirby, Auctioneer., 1899; Excerpts and images for S. M. Japanese Nursery Co. Catalogue 
of Japanese floral and arboreal plants. An interesting and marvelous showing, all to be sold without reserve by order of the importers S. 
M. Japanese Nursery Co., 191 Valley Road, West Orange, N. J. at Fifth Avenue Auction Rooms, 238 5th Ave., near 27th St., 
New York, on May 4–6, 1904, at 2 o’clock P.M. Wm. B. Norman, Auctioneer from Del Tredici, “From Temple to 
Terrace.” 
27 Del Tredici, “From Temple to Terrace,” 10–11. 
28 Yamanaka & Co, A Collection of Rare and Beautiful Japanese and Arboreal Plants, n.p. 
29 Ibid., 85–86.  
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 Enkyanthus Japonicus. This is, perhaps, the finest specimen in this whole collection. It 
was given years of training by Shichirohei, of Tokio, a master among tree trainers. 
Unlike most specimens, which are reproductions of some plant existing, this plant was 
trained to represent in every detail a painting by the most famous Japanese artist that 
ever lived, Korin. It was obtained from the private collection of Count Okuma, of 
Tokio, who valued it very highly, but yielded to the solicitation of Mr. Kushibiki and 
allowed it to come to this country. In the spring it produces white bell-shaped small 
flowers with a fragrant odor, and in late autumn its leaves turn red and are very 
beautiful. Age, over 100 years. Height, 2 feet. Pot, Chinese green ware.30  
 
A description for Item #340 from the 1904 New York auction also suggested bonsai 
derived significant vale from their former associations with significant sites (Fig. 2.21):  
"Chabo-hiba. One of the most imposing-looking specimens in this collection. This 
grand tree once belonged to the famous temple Hongaui, Kyoto, the ancient Capitol of 
the Japanese Empire. It has been said that owing to its most attractive shape, this 
specimen was admired by almost a million people, who made the pilgrimage to this 
noted temple of Buddha. It was trained by the several master gardeners who gave their 
services to the temple. Trained in the standard Jikka style. Note: its most graceful 
branches extended into both sides. About 100 years old; height, 2 feet, 6 inches. With 
Chinese pottery pot on stand.31  
 
The importance of authenticity and age value found their greatest expression in the 
1899 New York auction catalog in a description of the auction’s pièce de résistance, item # 300a, 
an 850-year-old Chabo-hiba (Fig. 2.22): 
From a historical point of view and from a view point of great age this tree is by long 
odds the most interesting of all those exhibited. The authentic history of this famous 
Chabo-Hiba dates away back to the middle of the 12th century—the beginning of the 
Kamakura period—when the art of gardening received a great impulse at the hands of 
the Buddhist priests. In one of the Kamakura temples it was guarded with all the care 
that could possibly be given it. Through the Shogun Regency and all the history making 
times of Japan this plant was as carefully preserved as any heirloom could possibly be. A 
very long time before the downfall of the Shogun the family of Tagaki, of Tokio, was 
appointed by Shogun as gardeners having in charge the garden of the Temple in which 
was this famous Chabo-Hiba. At the downfall of the Shogun about thirty-three years 
ago, it passed into Mr. Tagaki's possession. 32  
                                                
30 Messrs. Kushibiki & Arai, An Exhibition of a Rare and Beautiful Collection of Japanese Floral and Arboreal Plants, 26. 
31 From S. M. Japanese Nursery Co. Catalogue of Japanese floral and arboreal plants. An interesting and marvelous showing, all to 
be sold without reserve by order of the importers S. M. Japanese Nursery Co., 191 Valley Road, West Orange, N. J. at Fifth Avenue 
Auction Rooms, 238 5th Ave., near 27th St., New York, on May 4–6, 1904, at 2 o’clock P.M. Wm. B. Norman, Auctioneer. 
Excerpts from this catalog are quoted from Del Tredici, “From Temple to Terrace,” 16.  
32 Messrs. Kushibiki & Arai, An Exhibition of a Rare and Beautiful Collection of Japanese Floral and Arboreal Plants, 101. 
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Fig. 2.22: Item # 300a, an 850-year old Chabo-hiba from the catalog for the 
auction of  Mssrs. Kushibiki & Arai of  Tokyo at the American Art 
Galleries in New York on May 23-24, 1899.  From Mssrs. Kushibiki 
& Arai, An Exhibition of  a Rare and Beautiful Collection of  Japanese 
Floral and Arboreal Plants…(1899), frontispiece.
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To drive the point home even further, the caption accompanying the photograph assured 
readers that this tree “has an Authentic History of nearly 850 years.”33 Caught in the currents of 
history, the tree’s unique identity—and thus its value—was as inextricably entangled with its 
nineteenth century displacement, as with its ancient past.34  
Like those of Japanese nurseries, auction catalogs appear to have deployed the 
authenticity and rarity of antique specimens to bolster the value of newer, less expensive ones. 
The majority of specimens in the Boston catalog were under fifty years old, and the text 
described these items in terms that favorably compared them with older specimens. For 
example Entry # 43 described a fifteen-year old Chabo-hiba as “a young plant that has been in 
training for about four or five years,” noting that it was “very well developed for that time.” 
Entry #57 described another fifteen-old plant as “wonderfully trained in every particular; the 
exposed roots are worthy of note, while the care that has been expended on every branch is not 
exceed by plants ten times its size.” 35 
These descriptions suggest that bonsai’s value—at least in foreign markets—was 
accretive, that through the accumulation of layers of associations, bonsai developed what could 
be considered a patina or (to invoke Walter Benjamin) an aura of authenticity.36 Like artworks, 
bonsai were subject to the cult of personality, gaining value due to their association with well-
                                                
33 Ibid., frontispiece. 
34 American Gardening magazine reported that some 500 trees were sold at the May 1898 auction, realizing 
approximately $10,000. A dwarf maple was sold for $117, while the 850-year-old Chabo-hiba realized $1,200. 
Anon., “Japanese Dwarfed Trees Sell for High Prices,” American Gardening (June 11, 1898): 437–38. 
35 Yamanaka & Co, A Collection of Rare and Beautiful Japanese and Arboreal Plants, 12–13. 
36 Here, of course, I refer to Walter Benjamin’s famous essay, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction,” in which Benjamin argues that the mass-reproduction and dissemination of works of art through 
photographic technologies has “substituted a plurality of copies” for the “unique existence” of a work of art, thus 
dislocating from works of art from their traditional contexts and so eradicating their claims to their “aura” of 
cultural authenticity and authority. Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 
in Illuminations (New York: Knopf Doubleday Publishing Group, 1968), 217–252. 
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 known personages, such as plant trainers and contemporary collectors. Like antiques, bonsai 
appreciated with age, deriving much of their value from their connection to historically 
important sites and personages, as well as from their sheer endurance. However, for Western 
consumers, likely unfamiliar with plants’ lineages and significance beyond what the catalogs 
described, this authenticity was as much a product of the plants’ documentation as of the plants 
themselves. Indeed, it was the artifacts of print culture that produced bonsai as relics of a 
vanished past. 
 
Plant Capitalism 
Drawing on Benedict Anderson’s discussion of “print capitalism,” or the historic 
conjunction between the dissemination of print technologies and the spread of capitalism, I 
would like to suggest that bonsai can be understood as form of “plant capitalism.” As print 
culture, such as newspapers, enabled individuals to imagine themselves as members of 
communities of shared national identity, so verbal and visual descriptions of bonsai assisted in 
creating a shared image of Japan as a locus of difference and tradition in the minds of American 
consumers. Anderson argues that the “infinite reproducibility” of archeological and other 
monumental sites rendered visible an “imagined” colonial state and that serialized images and 
descriptions provided a “historical depth of field” that, in turn, reified and legitimized imperial 
undertakings. Deploying Walter Benjamin’s notion of “Messianic time, a simultaneity of past 
and future in an instantaneous present” as a condition of modernity, Anderson further suggests 
print capitalism gave rise to yet another Benjaminian state: “‘homogenous empty time’ in which 
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 simultaneity is, as it were, transverse, cross-time, marked not by prefiguration and fulfillment, 
but by temporal coincidence….”37  
By presenting Japanese aesthetics and landscape practices as directly opposed to those 
of the West, and as occurring in an undefined historical time, plant capitalism helped to foster a 
narrative that stood simultaneously alongside and in contradistinction to Japan’s modernizing 
efforts. This understanding, in turn, enabled Americans to appreciate bonsai on an aesthetic 
register without challenging teleological notions of the superiority of American society and 
culture. By fostering a sense of nostalgia, plant capitalism located Japan’s achievements in an 
imagined and idealized past and thus side-stepped the possibility of conflict or transcendence in 
the present. Demonstrating a canny awareness of the power of nostalgia to invest an object 
with value, distributors of bonsai deliberately portrayed specimens as relics even as they strove 
to emulate modern business practices. As this drive to commercialize was intimately connected 
to Japan’s national and imperial ambitions, plant capitalism thus operated bi-directionally, 
creating an aura for bonsai that utilized the past to support the formation of both Japanese and 
American identities in the present. 
In a double-move, plant capitalism also deployed “cultural biography”—which Igor 
Kopytoff describes as the process through which an object is singularized or differentiated from 
other members of its commodity class—twice, first by the deliberate acquisition and export of 
antique specimens with unique histories, and second by further differentiating these specimens 
through processes of display, reproduction, and inscription to increase their financial value.38 
Plant capitalism thus played a critical role in managing bonsai’s multiple identities, presenting 
                                                
37Anderson, Imagined Communities, 24, 181–82. 
38 Igor Kopytoff, “The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process,” in The Social Life of Things: 
Commodities in Cultural Perspective, ed. Arjun Appadurai (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 71–72. 
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 Western audiences with an imagined Japan that mitigated bonsai’s deep entanglement with the 
globalizing processes of modernization and supported the incorporation of mass-exported 
specimens into narratives of authenticity.  
Highly liminal objects, bonsai traversed multiple borders: the physical borders of nation-
states, as well as those between nature and artifice. Bonsai’s own materiality was a crucial part of 
this process. As highly manipulated hybrids— comprising both dwarfed plant and 
manufactured pot—bonsai were initially perceived as monstrous, as occupying the uneasy 
borderland between life and death. Bonsai also confounded the boundary between the work of 
art and the commodity, finding their way to American audiences and American markets in two 
forms: as traditional, ancient, and unique specimens and as “modern,” yet “authentic” 
collectibles.39 Plant capitalism managed this tension by establishing bonsai as a commodity class 
within a “system of objects” in which, as a commodity-sign, bonsai’s signification as a marker 
of traditional Japan could be co-extensive with its status as a mass-exported commodity. 
Bearing both the mark of the artisan, a figure that Arindam Dutta has argued was “born and 
bred in the anthropological chrysalis of industrial capitalism,” and mass production, bonsai’s 
                                                
39While American audiences seem to have been unaware of bonsai’s “mass-produced” status, nursery catalogs 
repeatedly used visual tropes of industrialization in their catalogs (see Chapter One). One can speculate that as 
Japan deliberately developed its own industry, technology, and infrastructure, the aesthetics of modernism came to 
hold a fascination for cultural producers in Japan as they did in the West. Additionally, for new Japanese nursery 
firms, there may have been no contradiction between traditional and industrial aspects of their imagery, with the 
two working together to reflect a vision of Japan’s nascent industrial capitalism that itself was premised on the 
incorporation of tradition and modernity. For example, Andrew Gordon has argued that early Japanese industrial 
management practices sought to incorporate traditional customs of paternalism with factory work to create a 
progressive approach that applied the best of Japan’s past to ensure the country’s economic future and to head off 
the social ills and disorder associated with industrialization. Supporting a new factory law in 1907, financial official 
Soeda asked: “Will not these beautiful customs, namely compassion from above for those below, and respect from 
below those above, be greatly helpful in harmonizing labor-capital relations?” See Andrew Gordon, “The 
Invention of Japanese Style Labor Management,” in Mirror of Modernity: Invented Traditions of Modern Japan, ed. 
Stephen Vlastos (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 22–23. 
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 success as an agent of global capital lay in its ability to reintegrate “the disjunction between 
artisan and industrial worker … as an unruffled continuity.”40  
 
Art and Nation in Japan 
While the story of how and why bonsai reached U.S. markets is quite clear on the 
American side, it remains much less so on the Japanese. Although the catalog for the 1899 New 
York auction partially answers this question through its brief “cultural biography” of item 300A, 
the 850-year old Chabo-hiba, tantalizing ellipses remain. How did a specimen, once so carefully 
protected and highly valued, find its way to the American auction block? Although the absence 
of English-language sources makes it impossible for this researcher to answer this question 
conclusively, I suggest that what Peter Del Tredici has referred to as the “dumping” of Chabo-
hiba on American markets was supported by new understandings of Japanese religion, art, and 
landscape that were imbricated in Japan’s deliberate self-fashioning as a sovereign nation-state 
through the “imagining” of a bounded and defined Japanese history and landscape.41 This 
discussion considers two facets of this complex discourse. First is the changing status of 
Buddhist art objects vis-à-vis discourses of nation: their desacrilization and entrance into the art 
market during in the 1870s due to government attempts to align religious practice with 
nationalist ideology through the promotion of Shinto and reform of Buddhism; and their 
subsequent protection and incorporation into a national narrative of Japanese art history during 
the 1880s and 1890s as part of policies intended to establish the cultural apparatuses of the 
modern nation-state. Second is the late-nineteenth century emergence of a new understanding 
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 of Japanese landscape as a system of specific geographic and aesthetic features that embodied 
an authentic Japanese “essence,” and by extension, was congruent with borders of the Japanese 
nation.  
Both of these phenomena were dependent on what Christopher L. Hill has described as 
the “supranational” domain in which texts and ideas circulated during the second-half of the 
nineteenth century, and the particularization of “universal” understandings of nation, history, 
and aesthetics to the Japanese context through the creation of various forms of national history 
(religious, art historical, and geographic). As Hill argues, this process supported the rhetorical 
formation of the modern nation-state by creating a national history—and a national 
landscape—that was premised upon both a teleological narrative of civilizational progress and 
the maintenance of a unique cultural past.42 Reimaginings of Japanese history and landscape was 
critical to this for, as Hill writes, “national history must bound the space in which the nation is 
born and grows, while distinguishing it from the spaces of other nations. It must also establish 
the inevitability of destruction of prior forms of community and past regimes, making the 
present the necessary culmination of a past transformed into a series of prefigurations.”43  
The 1870s witnessed the dramatic transformation of the Japan’s religious landscape. 
During this period, an initial wave of the exclusionary nativisim, which would come to 
characterize later imperialist discourse, was directed at Buddhism, which was re-interpreted as a 
foreign religion, imported from China. Shrines and temples that had previously accommodated 
Buddhism, Shinto, and folk traditions side by side emerged as targets for the new regime, which 
sought to establish Shinto as the native and true Japanese religion. As temples were nationalized 
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 and their landholdings revoked, sacred objects were sold to provide new sources of financial 
support and fell prey to looting.44 As an art form imported from China and closely associated 
with the spread of Chinese Buddhism to Japan, bonsai must have presented an attractive target 
within the mass desacralization of objects.45 Like other Buddhist antiquities, following their 
displacement, ancient bonsai likely entered the semi-licit export trade in Japanese antiquities that 
had developed to feed the hunger of Western markets. 46 
 However, following the initial wave of anti-Buddhist sentiment in early Meiji, state 
restrictions on religion loosened, and between 1880 and 1905 state support of Shinto declined 
markedly. Yet the trade in Buddhist relics and other ancient artwork continued to grow as 
demand increased on the part of foreign collectors. In response to concerns about the dispersal 
of the country’s antiquities, cultural heritage emerged as a priority for the Meiji government, and 
by 1871, there was a consensus that the protection of the country’s cultural relics was in the 
national interest, and plans to construct a museum for Japanese art and antiquities were 
underway.47  
Alice Tseng describes how between 1871 and 1897, when the Law for the Protection of 
Old Temples and Shrines was enacted and the category of National Treasure instituted, various 
government policies worked together to transform objects with “disparate functional and 
symbolic pasts” into a single category of artwork “deemed most representative of the national 
cultural patrimony.” Buddhist objects were thus folded into an official Japanese art historical 
                                                
44 Allen Grappard, “Japan’s Ignored Cultural Revolution: The Separation of Shinto and Buddhist Divinities in 
Meiji,” History of Religions 23, no. 3 (February 1984): 240–265; J. K. Nelson, “Rearranging the Landscape of the 
Gods: The Politics of a Pilgrimage Site in Japan, 1573-1912 (review),” Journal of Japanese Studies 33, no. 1 (2007): 
157–61; Alice Yu-Ting Tseng, The Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan: Architecture and the Art of the Nation (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2008), 146–48. 
45 Koreshoff, Bonsai: Its Art, Science, History and Philosophy, 6–8. 
46 Dōshin Satō, Modern Japanese Art and the Meiji State: The Politics of Beauty, trans. Hiroshi Nara (Los Angeles: Getty 
Publications, 2011), 124–31. 
47 Tseng, The Imperial Museums of Meiji Japan, 145–48; Satō, Modern Japanese Art and the Meiji State, 162–76.  
82
 narrative—the teleological and classificatory systems of which were based directly on European 
models—and began to gain a measure of protection. With the 1895 completions of the Imperial 
Kyoto and Imperial Nara Museums, which both housed historic collections, the Meiji regime 
clearly indicated that cultural property and the preservation of tradition were critical to 
managing its historical identity and demonstrating its long cultural heritage to the rest of the 
world. Organized according to Western standards of classification and designed in neoclassical 
architectural styles, the new museums, as Alice Tseng writes, “effectively communicated a new 
national identity both progressive in means and traditional in meaning.” 48  
Art historian Doishin Satō makes the point that during this period, the outflow of 
artwork from Japan represented a combination of historic objects and objects produced 
explicitly for foreign markets. While antiquities “leaked out” despite the government’s attempts 
at regulation, the export of other kinds of “traditional” goods was deliberately and actively 
promoted. The synergy between leakage (which created scarcity) and export (which created 
demand) helped drive up prices of Japanese antiquities.49 Chabo-hiba, which, despite their status 
as antiquities, seem to have fallen outside the protection of government cultural policy—indeed, 
the three American auctions occurred years after cultural preservation legislation was passed—
can be understood as located at the nexus of leakage and scarcity that government policy 
created. The institutionalization of Buddhist objects as fine art likely had an impact on the 
bonsai market by creating additional art historical value, as well as an aura of scarcity based on 
government restrictions on the export of Buddhist art. Simultaneously, policies designed to 
foster a demand for Japanese exports likely helped to create value, and thus demand, on foreign 
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 markets. Thus, policies intended to preserve Japanese heritage as artworks outside the market 
also facilitated the transformation of aspects of that heritage into financial capital.  
A National Landscape 
The question remains, however, of why antique Chabo-hiba appear to have fallen 
outside the parameters of Japanese cultural heritage as defined by the Meiji government. Here I 
suggest that the emergence of new system of Japanese landscape aesthetics may have resulted in 
the effective marginalization of Chabo-hiba within a national bonsai tradition and so 
discouraged its protection. Developed by Shiga Shigetaka (1863-1927) and popularized through 
his text Nihon fūkei ron (On Japanese Landscape, 1894), this system sought to demonstrate the 
superiority of the Japanese landscape and to solidify the image of Japan as a sovereign entity 
with clear geographic borders that demarcated a collective, internal, and above all national 
identity.50 Rooted in Western aesthetic traditions and scientific practices, Shigetaka’s work 
created “a seamless link between geophysical science, economic development, and national 
pride.”51  
As a student, Shigetaka attended Sapporo Agricultural College, where he focused 
on the study of geography.52 Although geography had been among the interests of the 
Tokugawa regime, particularly after the Dutch established a presence in Japan in the 
eighteenth century, it emerged as a top government priority under the Meiji and began to 
be conceptualized upon Western, rather than traditional Japanese, lines. In 1879 the 
Tokyo Geographical Society was created, modeled on the Royal Geographic Society in 
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 London, and by the early 1890s, a concerted government effort to map Japanese territory 
was underway.53 As part of this new generation of Meiji geographers, and as an alumnus 
of Sapporo, Shigetaka was well-versed in Western geographic and scientific practices. 
However, rather than drawing upon his expertise to support Japan’s ongoing 
Westernization, Shigetaka deployed geographic discourse—which was, ironically, cooked 
in Sapporo’s American kettle—to advance a new model of Japanese national identity that 
bridged the traditional and the modern. Calling for a two-part scheme, Nihonshugi (or 
Japanism). Shiketaka envisioned the combination of “traditional” forms of Japanese 
spirituality with aspects of Western technology in order to create a strong, independent 
nation, free from Western control.54 
A critical part of Shigetaka’s endeavor was fostering a wide appreciation for 
Japan’s natural resources, and his book Nihon fūkei ron, which documented and celebrated 
the country’s geography, was, in a prime expression of print capitalism, explicitly 
intended to “arouse the national pride of his countrymen in Japan’s elegant and beautiful 
environment.” The work itself was a compendium of the island’s climatic, topographic, 
horticultural, and geologic features. Adopting a tone somewhere between a geographic 
treatise and a travelogue, Shigetaka’s core argument rested on the notion that the 
Japanese landscape had three primary characteristics, elegance, beauty, and wildness, 
which were manifested through distinct geographic features, including the country’s 
climatic variation from the sub-tropic to the sub-arctic, diverse flora (here Shigetaka 
singled out Japanese oak and pine as world class treasures), high humidity, which 
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Fig. 2.23: From Shiga Shigetaka, Nihon Fukeiron (1901), n.p.
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 produced vapors and typhoons that lent a special misty hue, and most significantly, the 
country’s mountains and volcanoes.55 An illustration from the work reflects these 
qualities, depicting a misty seascape with distant mountains on the horizon and irregular 
pine trees growing from a rocky shore (Fig. 2.23) Echoing the essentialism and 
geographic determinism of French positivist philosopher Auguste Comte and his 
followers, as well as the Social Darwinist ideas then gaining popularity in Japan, Shigetaka 
suggested that the core elements of the Japanese character and culture were products of 
the natural environment, and that a new appreciation of landscape, grounded in the 
ancient land itself, would spur the evolution of the Japanese national character. The 
resulting Japanese state—and Japanese subject—would draw its strength from the 
reconciliation of traditional forms of culture and spirituality with modern technology.56 
However, in order for this evolution in national sensibility to occur, popular 
understandings of landscape had to be reformed. Shigetaka argued that the traditional 
“restricted” and “passive” way the Japanese elite related to the country’s landscape—
appreciating it primarily as a source for aesthetic inspiration for painting and poetry and 
for its association with historical events and figures—constituted major obstacles. 
Further, more popular understandings of landscape were limited by their staunch 
materialism, confining an appreciation to a bounded and highly domesticated vision of 
nature, a shortcoming reflected by the widespread public interest in bonsai and hakoniwa 
(matchbox gardens).57 Additionally, Shigetaka sought to overcome the notion that he 
believed was fostered by Western literature that American and European landscapes were 
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 superior to those of Japan. Indeed, Shigetaka explicitly intended to prove that Japan’s 
landscape was at least as—if not more—conducive to the kinds of praise and celebration 
European landscapes inspired. For instance, Shigetaka responded to the British naturalist 
John Lubbock’s paean to the beauty and variety of the Western island nation with the 
following: “Surely nothing can compare with the beauty of British scenery…however 
there is not even one volcanic mountain in the United Kingdom…Japan has all the 
beautiful scenery Lubbock has expressed, but above all, it has volcanic mountains—kings 
of scenery between heaven and earth—everywhere in Japan…Much superior.”58 
Yet, despite its claim to represent the true or traditional Japanese landscape, 
Shigetaka’s vision was profoundly ahistorical, deeply rooted not only in Western science, 
but also Western landscape aesthetics and art. Indeed, the widely cited literary critic 
Karanti Kojin has suggested that the primary epistemological development of the Meiji 
period was the “discovery of ‘landscape’” as a system, as something immanent to daily 
life, rather than bounded and external (such as a historic site). Kojin argues that this shift 
was intimately tied to traditions of European Realism and Romanticism, particularly to 
the importation of literature and landscape painting during the late nineteenth century. 
Interestingly, in a 1991 postscript to his original article, Kojin further speculates that the 
colonization of Hokkaido Island, site of Sapporo Agricultural College, provided an 
epistemological model for this aesthetic shift. By representing the “discovery” of territory 
within Japan that existed outside texts and artworks, it forced a rethinking of the 
relationship between nature and nation. Further, Kojin suggests that encounters with the 
island’s vast “wilderness” (in reality, the home of the Ainu) prepared the way for the 
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Fig. 2.24: “A miniature garden (BONKEI).” From Toichi Tsumura, “Japanese Dwarf  Trees” (1901), n.p.
Fig. 2.25: “A Well-Grown Tree” [left] and “Specimen of  Négari, ‘Root-lifting” (Goyō Matsu: Pinus Parti-
flora) [Right]. From Toichi Tsumura , “Japanese Dwarf  Trees” (1901), n.p.
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 sublime to enter Japanese aesthetic discourse.59 Indeed with its emphasis on the awe-
inspiring power of Japanese nature, Shigetaka’s work clearly reflects this broader 
discovery of landscape and suggests an aesthetic, as well as a scientific, legacy of his 
studies at Sapporo Agricultural College. Describing the panoramic epiphany of the 
mountain climber, Shigetaka writes: 
When you gain the summit and look down, it is as though a gorgeous painting 
were opening up at your feet, revealing the contours of the earth’s surface 
spreading out in front of you. Once you again have this view, you will feel as 
though you are no longer in the realm of human things, but have been lifted up 
above the heavens…. Once you have experienced the sublime qualities of the 
mountains; once you have awakened to their magnificent splendour, once you 
have taken a deep breath of alpine air, so fresh it seems to cleanse your lungs. 
Once you have allowed your thought to fall still and become immersed in the 
lonely quiet there—then your mind will become like those of the gods and the 
sages, and you will experience firsthand the glow of divine wisdom.”60  
 
As a popular, widely read text, Shigetaka’s work may have influenced changing 
Japanese bonsai practices. During the 1880s and 1890s, traditional Chabo-hiba bonsai fell 
out of favor in Japan, and new, more naturalistic styles emerged. Bonkei trays, 
compositions of bonsai, rocks, and features that evoked “natural” landscapes, became 
popular on the domestic market, as did styles that used black and red pine, which were 
closely associated with the indigenous landscape that Shigetaka celebrated.61 (Fig. 2.24) 
While these new styles reflected the more general rejection of Chinese culture, as Chabo-
hiba were closely associated with Chinese bonsai practices, I suggest that these new styles 
may also have represented the new landscape aesthetic promoted by Shigetaka. Using 
indigenous trees and seeking to mimic the forms and scenes of the Japanese landscape, 
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Fig. 2.26: Goyō Matsu (Pinus Partiflora). From Toichi Tsumura, “Japanese Dwarf  
Trees” (1901), n.p.
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 these new bonsai represented miniaturized versions of the authentic landscape that 
Shigetaka and his contemporaries were constructing on the national level. In another 
instance of plant capitalism, the rejection—and ensuing export—of Chabo-hiba may thus 
have represented an expression of the emerging culture of nationalism via the invention 
and subsequent dissemination of a traditional Japan nature through printed texts.62  
A return to the print culture of bonsai helps to ground these speculations. For 
example, a speech by Toichi Tsumura to London’s Japan Society in 1901 suggests the 
close connection between the stylistic evolution of bonsai and the newly invented 
national culture of landscape. Describing Chabo-hiba as “vulgar,” Tsumura praised what 
he described as new style of bonsai that featured “a peculiarly trained root exposed high 
above the ground. It is termed Neagari; that is, ‘the root uplifted.’” (Fig. 2.25). Tsumura 
continued, noting, perhaps in deference to the aesthetic sensibilities of his British 
audience, that while the style was “the most difficult of all to appreciate…[it is] here the 
gardener’s ideal is carried to the highest and finest point.”63 Evoking bonsai’s power to 
mimic the emotive power of the Japanese landscape, as well as Shigetaka’s invocation of 
the Japanese pine as a treasure of global proportions, Tsumura further expounded that 
the style that he wrote called to mind “one of those solitary pine trees dotted here and 
there amongst the hills in Japan as landmarks for pious pilgrims.” (Fig. 2.26) Indeed, 
Tusmura argued that bonsai itself could be understood as an analog for the Japanese 
character. Pointing toward bonsai’s wide appreciation by “the man in the street,” he 
remarked: 
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 These miniature trees illustrate the character of our people. It is evident that we 
can enjoy and dwell upon abstractions, though the traces of this quality seem, 
especially within the last few years, to be on the wane, being displaced by the 
more urgent necessity of turning out dynamos and setting up boilers or engines. 
But what the Japanese are in heart is reflected in their pastimes.64 
 
Like Shigetaka, Tsumura appears to have felt a profound anxiety about influence 
of modernity and Western technology upon Japan. As Shigetaka pointed to an invented 
Japanese landscape as the literal grounds where spirituality and modernity would be 
reconciled, so Tsumura suggested that the art of bonsai could provide a similar arena for 
mediation. Moreover, like Shigetaka, Tsumura appears to have had a profoundly 
ahistorical understanding of landscape. Noting that he would refrain from providing a 
“history of dwarf trees,” he stated “although some of them are said to be of great 
antiquity… true art-lovers should not fail to appreciate their intrinsic value. I would, 
therefore, fain dispense with discussion as to the ages of these dwarf trees.”65 While it is 
possible to read this remark as a disingenuous declaration of “art for art’s sake,” one 
must also consider what would have been at stake in providing such a history. 
Considering bonsai’s historical trajectory would require acknowledging its past as an art 
form imported from China, associated with a foreign religion, and as an object of 
nationalist violence, such a history would surely undermine bonsai’s status as a purely 
Japanese expression of spirituality. For both bonsai and landscape, the establishment of 
tradition was predicated upon the denial of history.  
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 CHAPTER THREE 
Bonsai Imperium:  
Consuming and Cultivating a World Picture 
 
 
The miniature does not attach itself to lived historic time. Unlike the metonymic world of 
realism, which attempts to ease the break between time and everyday life and the time of 
narrative by mapping one perfectly upon the other, the metaphoric world of the miniature 
makes everyday life absolutely anterior and exterior to itself. The reduction in scale which the 
miniature represents skews the time and space relations of the everyday lifeworld, and as an 
object consumed, the miniature finds its " “use value” transformed into the infinite time of 
reverie. 
-–Susan Stewart, On Longing: Memories of 
the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection (1993), p. 65. 
 
Bonsai did not reach the United States independent of other imported goods. Rather, it 
was part of a much larger interest in bringing Japanese culture and products to the U.S.. The 
World’s Fairs of 1876, 1893, and 1904 played an important role in popularizing Japanese goods 
and horticulture among American audiences. As part of the broader taste for things Japanese, a 
widespread market for bonsai emerged, and bonsai was increasingly viewed as a decorative 
object that could be incorporated into American domestic interiors. Japanese horticulture 
experienced a similar process as middle-class consumers could purchase Japanese plants and 
garden ornaments from nursery catalogs for their own gardens. 
Against the backdrop of the World’s Fairs, this chapter examines the relationship of 
bonsai to popular taste and botanical practices in the United States—and to the U.S.’s and 
Japan’s growing imperial power. It explores how bonsai figured in the design and reception of 
the three World’s Fairs’ Japanese exhibits and how, as markers of “authenticity,” bonsai 
managed the imperial ambitions and anxieties of both nations. Through an examination of 
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popular writing about bonsai, this chapter suggests that bonsai were imbricated along with 
other Japanese crafts in a “consumers’ imperium” through which U.S consumers experienced 
the U.S’s developing imperial power through the consumption of foreign goods and the 
accommodation of these goods into their households.1 However, while this “consumers’ 
imperium” was an expression of U.S. power, it also materialized Japan's own global ambitions. 
Many of the Japanese exports purchased by Americans were produced as part of the Meiji 
government’s deliberate development of Japan’s handicrafts industry as a means to realize its 
national goals.2  
As Japan’s objects became embedded within America’s consumers’ imperium, so too 
was its horticulture inscribed within what might be described as its botanic imperium. For the 
individual American subject, this botanic imperium was expressed by a popular taste for 
Japanese horticulture manifested through incorporation of Japanese plants and garden objects 
into private domestic landscapes and interiors. On the national level, this botanic imperium 
sought to transform America’s landscape through the practice of “cosmopolitan botany,” which 
saw the naturalization of foreign plants on U.S. soil as a means to shore up American wealth.3  
 
American & Japanese Imperialisms 
What then was the relationship between bonsai as commodity and larger discourses of empire? 
To examine this point, we must return to the history of trade and diplomatic relations between 
the U.S. and Japan. From 1853 until 1894, the United States viewed itself as Japan’s patron, 
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supporting its commercial and territorial expansion, and modernization efforts (although firmly 
maintaining Japan’s unequal status). Concerned primarily with preserving its access to Eastern 
markets, especially in China, the U.S. did not object to Japanese aggression toward Korea and 
China in the late-nineteenth century, seeing Japan’s increasing political and military strength as a 
potential check on Russian ambitions in the Pacific. During this period, a dual understanding of 
Japan as modern and traditional, premised on the difference (and inferiority) of Japanese 
culture, supported the persistence of America’s unequal treaties with the country, while 
neutralizing the potential of its civilization to destabilize Western norms. As expressions of 
both Japan’s increasing commercialization and its “topsy-turvy” aesthetics and ancient skills, 
bonsai objectified a reconciliation of these two seemingly disparate views.4  
However, from 1895 onwards, U.S-Japanese relationships shifted from patronage to 
competition. Rather than a protégé, Japan came to be seen as a geopolitical rival. A series of 
successful wars and imperial acquisitions between 1895 and 1930 dramatically changed 
relationships between the two countries. Following America’s acquisition of Hawaii, Guam, and 
the Philippines during the Spanish-American War, foreign policy emphasized the protection of 
the country’s new Pacific Empire. In this context, Japan’s militarism and expansion came to be 
seen as a growing threat.5 
Meanwhile starting in the 1870s, Japan had focused its efforts on following the 
“Imperial Way.” Under the slogan “wealthy country, strong military,” the government explicitly 
linked Japan’s industrialization to nationalistic, and ultimately, imperialistic, aims, suggesting 
that commercial wealth would support military might and so enable true national independence. 
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Motivated initially by a desire to reverse unequal treaties by increasing its economic power, 
Japan embarked on a series of incursions into Korea, Manchuria, and Formosa to secure raw 
materials for industry. By the 1890s, the belief that colonial expansion (and the access to raw 
materials and markets it would guarantee) was the only way to assure the country’s self-
sufficiency and status as a world power was well established. Driven by these concerns, in 1894-
95 the Japanese engaged the Chinese in the Sino-Japanese War as they sought natural resources 
and trading rights on mainland Asia. These motives also brought them into conflict with Russia 
in the 1904-05 Russo-Japanese War. The destruction of the Russian Navy by the Japanese 
marked the first time an Asian nation had defeated a European one.6 Flexing its new 
international muscle, Japan was able to negotiate the end of extraterritoriality by 1899, and to 
recover full tariff autonomy by 1911.7 Thus, after 1895 Americans were left with the task of 
reconciling an increasing admiration of Japanese culture with anxieties about the country’s 
growing power in a manner that supported American imperial expansion. How did the values 
associated with bonsai relate to these competing sentiments, and how did bonsai themselves 
serve to mediate them?  
 
Bonsai Goes to the Fair 
The World’s Fairs of 1876, 1893, and 1894 played an important role in establishing 
images of Japan in the minds of Americans. Neil Harris has tracked the changing responses of 
American audiences to the Japanese exhibits and has suggested that it is possible to read 
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Americans’ changing understandings of Japan through descriptions of the fairs. By responding 
to the exotic, as well as the quaint, 1876 fairgoers reacted in a manner that was primarily 
assimilatory. Through their association of Japan with attributes such as patience, craft, and 
picturesqueness, they relegated Japan to the realm of tradition, thus neutralizing its potential to 
challenge Western models. Concurrently, they expressed fears that Western influence and 
industrialization would corrupt the quality of Japanese goods. In contrast, visitors to the1893 
World’s Columbian Exposition indicated a new respect for Japanese culture, premised on 
Japan’s ability to reconcile tradition and modernity, as well as its attempts at Westernization. 
Japan, as Harris suggests, emerged as an “alternative rather than supplementary culture worthy 
of understanding on its own terms.” Finally, in 1904, visitors, anxious and excited by accounts 
of Japanese military prowess in the ongoing Russo-Japanese War (1904-05), appreciated 
evidence of Japan’s technical achievements such as the telegraph and railway systems. When 
combined with the large display of handicrafts, this technology seemed to suggest the ability of 
the Japanese government to adjust to modern industrial conditions without sacrificing 
traditional values and skills. However, concerns with protecting the “Japanese character” from 
the pernicious effects of “Japanese progress” persisted.8 
How then did bonsai fit into this narrative? Visual and written accounts from the 1876 
Exhibition, which included the first public display of bonsai in the United States, suggest that as 
a new and unfamiliar form, bonsai provoked considerable anxiety, confounding attempts at 
categorization in terms of Western understandings of art and nature. An engraving from J.S. 
Ingram’s The Centennial Exposition Described and Illustrated shows the Japanese Pavilion 
surrounded by stunted, malformed trees, suggesting that more than merely exotic, bonsai 
                                                
8 Neil Harris, “All the World a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1879-1904,” in Mutual Images: Essays in 
American-Japanese Relations, ed. Priscilla Clapp and Akira Iriye (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 27–53. 
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Fig. 3.1 A view of  the Japanese Pavilion at the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Phila-
delphia. From J. S. Ingram, The Centennial Exposition: Described and Illustrated, p. 
567.
Fig. 3.2 A Chabo-hiba at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition. From White, Wil-
liam Igleheart Trumbull et al.,The World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago, 1893 
(1893), p. 199.
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appears to have been perceived as downright grotesque.9 (Fig. 3.1) While the image emphasizes 
the tree’s unnatural proportions, it reflects none of the skill that would come to be associated 
with the dwarfing process. The accompanying text reflects a lack of awareness of bonsai as an 
art form, noting only: 
In one corner of the back yard adjoining the bazaar was the Japanese horticultural 
display. Young bamboo, flowers and stunted trees and shrubbery were exhibited. In a 
box of blue porcelain, with white raised imitations of beets, carrots, etc., on the outer 
surface, and having porcelain supports of the size, shape and color of turnips, was a 
stunted cedar tree sixty years old and not more than thirty-two inches in height. The 
spread of its branches was four and a half feet in the widest part. The trunk was eight 
inches in diameter.10  
 
Although some accounts perceived the dramatic human interventions required to shape 
bonsai in terms of violence, and even torture, and questioned whether or not the trees could 
ever meet American standards of beauty, they also voiced a grudging respect for the skill and 
ingenuity that dwarfing trees required. In an 1876 article for Scribner’s Monthly Donald Mitchell 
wrote: 
Among the conifers will be noted young plants of that Japanese species which may be 
seen under the wing of the Japanese building, -- quaint pigmies of trees, not three feet 
high, yet over seventy years old. They are gnarled and twisted as if they had fought the 
winds and caught their picturesqueness of form -- as old oaks catch theirs -- by battling 
with tempests and wintry storms upon the hills. And yet these dwarfed trees are 
thoroughly creatures of art. By examining closely the specimens in the Japanese ground, 
you will see traces of the dwarfing process. The leading shoots have been clipped, or 
bent downward; the lateral branches turned in and tied back; lusty limbs twisted and 
wrenched into quaint postures; marks of the torturing-pins, and bands and cuts are still 
observable; it is a crippled dwarf of a tree, made quaint and picturesque by its years of 
struggle against the toils of the gardener.  
Is there a compensating beauty in them? Not, surely, as we reckon the beauty of 
plant-growth…We doubt if gardeners of the West will emulate them in their mimicry 
of nature; but they may well emulate the painstaking skill which makes such small 
                                                
9 This image appears in Peter Del Tredici, “From Temple to Terrace: The Remarkable Journey of the Oldest 
Bonsai in America,” Arnoldia 64, no. 2–3 (2006): 7. 
10 J. S. Ingram, The Centennial Exposition, Described and Illustrated. Being a Concise and Graphic Description of This Grand 
Enterprise Commemorative of the First Centenary of American Independence (Philadelphia: Hubbard Bros., 1876), 699–7. 
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successes possible, and the assiduous care, and the close study of plant-life, which are 
enforced by such arts.11 
 
However, audience response to bonsai at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition 
fifteen years later suggested a changing reception. Japan’s horticultural exhibit featured eleven 
bonsai specimens, including a 300-year old cedar tree purportedly sent by the Emperor 
himself.12 (Fig. 3.2) In an interesting twist on the growing interest in Japan’s technical prowess, 
the tremendous, albeit traditional, skill required by the miniaturization process generated 
significant interest from the American horticultural community. That year alone, for example, 
Garden and Forest published at least three articles regarding the bonsai display, including a piece 
by Charles Sprague Sargent, the magazine’s editor and founder of Boston’s Arnold Arboretum, 
who described the 300-year old specimen as “a remarkable example of the Japanese in retarding 
the growth of trees and yet preserving, in miniature, the aspect of an ancient weather-worn 
specimen.”13  
In September, Garden and Forest published an excerpt from a talk given to the 
nurserymen’s section of the fair’s Horticultural Congress by Henry Izawa, gardener of the 
Imperial Japanese Commission to the Columbian Exposition, on the technical aspects of the 
miniaturization process.14 Yet, ambivalence persisted. A third article, written by agricultural 
expert Liberty Hyde Bailey noted that the “dwarfed and contorted” trees were among 
interesting aspects of display, but concluded that the Japanese garden created for the fair 
                                                
11 Donald Mitchell, “In and About the Fair,” Scribner’s Monthly 8, no. 1 (November 1876): 118.. 
12 The dwarf trees were provided by the Taikoyen Nursery in Tokyo. See Louisiana Purchase Exposition, Official 
Catalogue of Exhibitors. Universal Exposition. St. Louis, U.S.A. 1904. [Division of Exhibits: Department A. Education to H. 
Agriculture; J. Horticulture to P. Physical Culture; R. Livestock.] (St. Louis: Louisiana Purchase Exposition Committee on 
Press and Publicity by the Official Catalogue Company Inc., 1904), 43. According to a 1910 article in International 
Studio, the “Taikoyen, a well-known nursery garden in Shiba Park, Tokyo,” also supplied two miniature landscapes 
on behalf of the City of Tokyo for display at the Japan-British Exhibition of 1910. (Anon., “Studio Talk,” 
International Studio 40, no. 156 (February 1910): 244.) 
13 Charles Sprague Sargent, “Untitled,” Garden and Forest (March 15, 1893): 128. 
14 Henry Izawa, “Dwarfing Plants in Japan,” Garden and Forest (September 6, 1893): 373–376. 
101
“cannot be called beautiful as Americans understand rural art, but it is curious and grotesque, 
and it is one the best object-lessons in the art of patient and persevering garden-craft.”15 Thus, 
despite recognizing the tremendous skill required to create bonsai, Hyde firmly relegated the 
practice—along with the entire Japanese garden tradition—to an inferior status. 
Yet, by the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis, which, according to the 
official handbook of the Japanese section, included “beautifully trained dwarf trees, many 
centuries old” located in a large and elaborate Japanese garden, bonsai appears to have been 
familiar enough so as not to have attracted significant comment from American visitors.16 
Harris, however, makes the crucial point that Japan’s exhibits at the World’s Fairs must be read 
from two perspectives. While visitor responses revealed American attitudes toward Japan, the 
displays, carefully organized by the Japanese government, also reflected how the country wished 
to portray itself to the world.17  
The evolution of the Japanese exhibitions suggested an increasing desire on the part of 
Japan to present itself as a modern nation-state. As Carol Ann Christ writes, by 1904, the 
organizers of the Japanese exhibitions at the St. Louis fair had adopted the scopic regimes of 
classification and display similar to those that Tony Bennett and Timothy Mitchell have argued 
Western countries deployed in their exhibitions of non-Western peoples and cultures.18 
European and American exhibitions both created and displayed Orientalist realities that were 
defined in distinct opposition to the West through “a careful organization [that] enabled them 
                                                
15 Liberty Hyde Bailey, “The Columbian Exposition, Japanese Horticulture at the Fair,” Garden and Forest (August 
30, 1893): 369.  
16 Hajime Hoshi, Handbook of Japan and Japanese exhibits at World’s fair, St. Louis, 1904, (St. Louis, 1904), 114. 
17 Ibid., 25. 
18 Carol Ann Christ, “‘The Sole Guardians of the Art Inheritance of Asia’: Japan at the 1904 St. Louis World’s 
Fair,” Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 8, no. 3 (2000): 675–709. 
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to evoke some larger meaning, such as History, or Empire, or Progress.”19 As Mitchell writes, 
the “world-as-exhibition” was produced through a process of Heideggerian enframement that 
reduced the world to a system of objects external to the viewer, and thus graspable in its 
totality. Thus exhibitions supported a “certainty of representation,” which “render[ed] imperial 
truth and cultural difference in ‘objective’ form.” 20  
Seeking to solidify its identity as a modern nation-state—and as a colonial power—
Japan similarly enframed China within an Orientalizing discourse that positioned Japan as 
China’s cultural guardian—through displays of Chinese antiquities—and its military one—
through exhibits focusing on its conquest and subsequent development and stewardship of 
Formosa (Taiwan). As Hoshi Hajime, author of the Handbook of Japan and Japanese Exhibits at the 
World’s Fair, had written several years earlier: “The nations of the West shall now not be allowed 
to transform the soul of [the Chinese] people, no matter how much they hack and cut at their 
flesh.”21 Moreover, as on Hokkaido, the U.S.’s treatment of its colonized people offered a 
model for Japan’s treatment of its own. Enacting Bennett’s “exhibitionary complex,” in which 
“specular dominance” emerged as a key strategy for creating hierarchies of race and culture, the 
Formosa exhibition included a section labeled “the Japanese Empire” that featured an elevated 
“walk around” map almost identical to one included in the U.S. government’s Philippine 
exhibit. Close by the U.S.’s Philippine exhibit, where fairgoers could stand atop replicated 
Spanish fortifications and gaze out over “typical villages” inhabited by Filipinos brought to St. 
                                                
19 Timothy Mitchell, “Orientalism and the Exhibitionary Order,” in Colonialism and Culture, ed. Nicholas B. Dirks 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992), 295. 
20 Timothy Mitchell, “The World as Exhibition,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 31, no. 2 (April 1, 1989): 
21–22. 
21 Quoted in Christ, “The Sole Guardians of the Art Inheritance of Asia,” 683. 
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Fig. 3.3 A photograph of  the Ainu Village at the 1904 St. Louis Exposition. From The 
Greatest of  Expositions Completely Illustrated. Official Publication (1904), p. 280.
Fig. 3.4 The Japanese Exhibit in the Palace of  Varied Industries at the 1904 St. Louis 
Exposition. From The Greatest of  Expositions Completely Illustrated. Official Publi-
cation (1904), p. 35.
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Louis for the fair, was Japan’s own living exhibit of an Ainu village, the inhabitants of which 
one fair publication described as “simple barbarians.”22 (Fig. 3.3) 
However, the continued emphasis of Japanese exhibitors on the display of arts and 
crafts in traditional settings also suggested a savvy awareness of the commercial importance of 
“branding” Japan in terms of its “ancient” heritage—a realization that American fairgoers’ 
perceptions of contemporary Japanese culture as representing centuries of traditional spiritual 
and aesthetic values were critical to creating demand for Japanese products. Indeed, Japan even 
presented displays of their modern industry within traditional aesthetic frames. For example, the 
Palace of Varied Industries included a reproduction of the Yomeimon, a famous gate from 
Nikko, a popular attraction in Japan. (Fig. 3.4) The display inside the palace essentially 
represented a trade catalog rendered spatially and materially, with the Handbook of Japanese 
Exhibitions remarking: “These articles represent the highest artistic ideals of Japanese workmen 
and are famous all over the world for their beauty and excellence.” Morever, each of Japan’s 
larger displays, including those for its telegraph and railway, was demarcated by a reproduction 
of famous temple or palace gates, creating a consistent visual presence across the fairgrounds, 
and reinforcing Japan’s identity as a nation with a long-standing aesthetic tradition.23  
However, although the American public received the intended message that Japan was 
quickly becoming one of the most modern nations in the world, it was the idealized pre-modern 
view of Japan on display in the Japanese Garden that received the most attention. If Japan was 
represented by only one or two images in a magazine, newspaper, or book, the picture depicted 
a portion of the four-acre plot that featured landscaped gardens, water features, and bridges, as 
                                                
22 Ibid., 687–88. 
23 Hsuan Tsen, “Spectacles of Authenticity: The Emergence of Transnational Entertainments in Japan and 
America, 1880-1906” (PhD diss., Stanford University, 2011), 88–89. Handbook quoted in Tsen, p. 89. 
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Fig. 3.5 The Japanese Garden at the 1904 St. Louis Exposition. From David Rowland 
Francis and Louisiana Purchase Exposition Co, The Universal Exposition of  
1904, vol. 2 (St. Louis: Louisiana Purchase Exposition Co., 1913), p. 316.
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well as a replica of Kinaku-ji, the Golden Pavilion built for the Shogun near Kyoto at the end of 
the fourteenth century, a bamboo tea house, a commissioners’ residence, and a reproduction of 
a reception hall of from an imperial palace at Kyoto. 24 A two-volume account of the 
Exposition published by the Exposition Company typifies how this traditional garden 
superseded demonstrations of Japan’s modern technological prowess as emblematic of the 
country. After describing exhibits that demonstrated the rapid growth of Japan’s textile 
industry, railway, postal service, and telegraphic service, the text described the transformation of 
“a space of 150,000 square feet into a Japanese garden where dwarf pines and Japanese shrubs 
were planted, and where iris was placed in a miniature lake, making a tree setting for the 
architecture of several characteristic pavilions. A visit to the garden was a visit to Japan.”25 True 
to form, the sole image of Japan’s exhibitions that the book reproduced was of the garden. 
(Fig. 3.5) 
As miniature trees set within exhibitions that themselves represented miniaturized 
versions of Japan, bonsai was, in the words of Susan Stewart, particularly well-suited to 
imparting to American fairgoers, an “illusion of mastery, of time into space and heterogeneity 
into order.” “The miniature,” Stewart writes, “offers a world clearly limited in space but frozen 
and thereby particularized and generalized in time—particularized in that the miniature 
concentrates upon the single instance and not upon the abstract rule, but generalized in that 
that instance comes to transcend, to stand for, a spectrum of other instances.” 26 For American 
fairgoers, who leveled a growing critique about the negative effects of Japanese “progress” on 
                                                
24 Ibid., 90–92. 
25 David Rowland Francis and Louisiana Purchase Exposition Co., The Universal Exposition of 1904, vol. 1 (St. Louis: 
Louisiana Purchase Exposition Co., 1913), 316. 
26Susan Stewart, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the Collection (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 1993), 53 148.. 
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Japanese goods and character, a critique that corresponded to anxieties about Japan’s 
developing military and economic power, the persistence of traditional art forms such as bonsai 
supported narratives of the U.S.’s political and cultural “exceptionalism.” Returning to Dutta’s 
argument that the figure of the artisan is itself a product of imperial modernity, bonsai, as 
markers of artisanal skill located with an authentic Japanese landscape, were ideally placed to 
serve as objects of an imperialist discourse that relied upon the “calculation of ‘difference’” to 
justify and enable U.S. geopolitical dominance. Located within an “exhibitionary complex” and 
enframed within a world picture—the fair’s Japanese Garden—whose apparent empiricism 
displaced Japan from the space-time of modernity, bonsai offered a vector for the “invention of 
‘tradition’” upon which imperialism relied as a “means for systemically appropriating 
anthropological variegations on the ground.”27  
Conversely, for Japanese exhibit designers, the deliberate inclusion and display of bonsai 
alongside displays of Japan’s rapid industrialization and “Westernization,” supported 
government ambitions to portray Japan as a modern, advanced country, while still emphasizing 
its traditional art forms to capitalize on their economic value.28 Through strategies of display—
and mechanical reproduction—that ultimately fetishized bonsai as the embodiment of an 
imagined, pre-modern past, bonsai was able manage these divergent goals. Indeed, a map from 
the official handbook to the 1904 Japanese exhibit featured only one photograph, a single 
bonsai —notably, in the wake of Shigetaka’s writings, a Pine—suggesting the form’s deliberate 
deployment as a sign of the endurance of Japan’s traditions within the broader narrative of the 
                                                
27 Arindam Dutta, The Bureaucracy of Beauty: Design in the Age of its Global Reproducibility (New York: Routledge, 2007), 
31, 77.  
28Neil Harris, “All the World a Melting Pot? Japan at American Fairs, 1879-1904,” in Mutual Images: Essays in 
American-Japanese Relations, ed. Priscilla Clapp and Akira Iriye, 7 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 29–
53. 
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Fig. 3.6 General plan of  the St. Louis Exposition, with plan of  the Japanese Garden. 
From Hajime Hoshi, Handbook of  Japan and Japanese exhibits at World’s fair, St. 
Louis, 1904, (St. Louis, 1904). 
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country’s modernity. (Fig. 3.6 & 2.23) Thus did bonsai find its value “transformed into the 
infinite time of reverie.”29 
 
Consuming Japan 
 Although information about Japan had flowed into the U.S. since the 1850s, it was not 
until the 1880s and 1890s that Japanese objects found a widespread audience. Preoccupied with 
the Civil War and the rebuilding of the country, America had remained largely indifferent to the 
craze for Japanese arts and crafts. However, following the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in 
Philadelphia, which featured the first large, public display of Japanese objects, artifacts, and 
architecture, widespread interest in Japanese design and products began to emerge.30 Yumiko 
Yamamori has described how a split market for Japanese decorative goods emerged, a high-end 
market for antiques, and a market for lower-priced crafts geared toward middle-class 
consumers. By the 1880s, New York had emerged as the commercial center for Japanese art, 
with a number of retail companies focusing on Japanese goods.  
 Artwork, higher-end crafts, and antiques were generally sold via auction and by 
specialized retailers, such as Yamanaka & Company, which maintained a second showroom in 
Boston, and between 1896 and 1905 sponsored at least twenty-one auction sales, including the 
1899 Boston bonsai auction.31 Established in 1894 by the Yamanaka siblings,well known 
antique collectors in Japan, the trading company specialized in “authentic” Japanese arts in 
                                                
29 Stewart, On Longing, 65. 
30 Gabriel P. Weisberg, “Japonisme: The Commercialization of an Opportunity,” in Japonisme Comes to America: The 
Japanese Impact on the Graphic Arts, 1876-1925, ed. Gabriel P. Weisberg and Julia Meech (New York: H.N. Abrams in 
association with the Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, 1990), 15–
19.  
31 See Yamanaka & Co, A Collection of Rare and Beautiful Japanese and Arboreal Plants: To Be Sold at Public Auction  : by 
Order of the Importers, Yamanaka & Co., Boston and New York  : ... November 15, 16, 17, 18, 1899, at 3:00 O’clock. Leonard 
& Co. Auctioneers, 47 Bromfield Street, Boston., 1899. 
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contrast other retail and mail-order purveyors, both American and Japanese, who sold less-
expensive Meiji crafts, which had been modified for Western taste, such as fans, parasols, 
commercially manufactured ceramics, and folding screens.32  
Kristen Hoganson has argued that the growing interest in Japanese objects and styles 
that characterized American interior design practices during the 1880s and 1890s was part of a 
broader movement of “cosmopolitan domesticity.”33 During this period, American consumers, 
particularly middle-class women, began to include a range of foreign wares in their homes as 
part of a self-conscious attempt to develop a “global taste” that functioned as a mark of 
creativity, sophistication, and, most importantly, worldliness. This approach to design, which 
called for the display of European, as well as non-European, goods, attempted to fashion a 
hybrid identity for American taste premised on its status as both the inheritor of “Old World” 
tradition and the forerunner of a new exoticism. Through this practice, Hoganson suggests, 
creators of these interiors sought to assert the “cultural capital” that they believed the country 
lacked.34 
However, despite its universalist orientation, cosmopolitan domesticity was very much a 
product of empire and, as such, ideologically consistent with U.S. commercial and political 
expansion. Located within what Hoganson has denoted as the nation’s broader “consumers’ 
imperium,” which she describes as an empire based not on the “outward thrust of American 
power” but rather on “the receptive accommodation of American households to foreign 
influences,” the consumption of goods was an overwhelmingly global activity that reflected 
                                                
32 Yumiko Yamamori, “A.A. Vantine and Company: Japanese Handcrafts for the American Consumer, 1895--
1920” (PhD diss., The Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, Design, and Culture, 2011), 70–
73, 144-54.  
33 Kristen Hoganson, “Cosmopolitan Domesticity: Importing the American Dream, 1865-1920,” The American 
Historical Review 107, no. 1 (2002): 55–83. This article is expanded in Hoganson’s book, Consumers' Imperium: The 
Global Production of American Domesticity, 1865-1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2007).  
34 Ibid., 53–57, 77.  
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larger relations of power and sustained international systems of political economy. Under this 
“informal empire of U.S. commercial power,” consumers experienced the “empire of U.S. 
political control” primarily as a “collection of goods.”35 Rather than a rejection of racial, 
cultural, or national distinctions, cosmopolitan domesticity simply represented their 
reconfiguration. Premised on the deliberate acquisition and systematic knowledge of foreign 
goods and culture, cosmopolitan domesticity was thoroughly rooted in the imperial logic of 
appropriation.  
Perceived as highly desirable, Japanese goods figured prominently in this new imperium. 
Praised as both symbols of “Yankee ingenuity” and “Western quickness” and signs of Oriental 
simplicity, spirituality, and naturalness, this seemingly bifurcated reception suggests a process 
through which Japan’s rapid industrialization was tempered by an understanding of the country 
in terms of a pre-modern identity.36 By presenting the U.S. as both the yardstick of Japan’s 
modernization, as well as the direct opposite to Oriental traditionalism, cosmopolitan 
domesticity celebrated difference without compromising the notions of national and cultural 
hierarchy on which American imperialism was based.  
By the late nineteenth century, bonsai was firmly enmeshed within the U.S.’s consumer 
imperium. Bonsai appear to have been widely available for sale at retail outlets and to have been 
incorporated into home décor. For example, an article in the Brooklyn Eagle in September 1900 
remarked: 
Ever since the World’s Fair, when the Japanese government laid out a dwarf landscape in 
front of the Japanese building on the Wooded Island, interest in the dwarfed forest trees 
produced by Chinese and Japanese gardeners has been growing in this country. There are 
now exhibitions and sales of these every year in seaports that deal with the Orient and 
                                                
35 Hoganson, Consumers’ Imperium, 10–11. 
36 Ibid., 36.  
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Fig. 3.7 From Mary Whipple Alexander, The Table and How to Decorate It (1904), p. 123.
113
gnarled miniature oaks and pines are used as decorative plants in greenhouses and retail 
florists’ windows. 37 
 
A 1901 article in House Beautiful, for example, endorsed the use of bonsai in the house as 
decorative objects and in the garden as ornamentals. The article also suggested that dwarf trees 
offered the opportunity “to introduce a bit of oddity and originality into one's domain” and 
pointed to the increasing numbers of bonsai being imported. It remarked that collections had 
begun to appear in New York and Atlantic City and implied that bonsai had become so popular 
that they had acquired a hint of vulgarity. Indeed, bonsai were being widely purchased by “the 
country householder who loves red orchids and blue hydrangeas to take up these wee trees as a 
fad and a hobby.” However, the article assured readers that dwarf trees could still participate in 
a “charming scheme of decoration.”38  
A clear example of bonsai’s mass appeal was Mary Whipple Alexander’s 1904 book, The 
Table and How to Decorate It, which suggested that bonsai be used as Christmas decorations. In a 
blatant instance of cultural appropriation, Alexander wrote:  
A dwarf Japanese pine is used for a miniature Christmas tree on the dinner-table 
illustrated on page 123. [Fig. 3.7] After it has been placed in a jar and decorated, holly 
is banked loosely around to conceal the jar completely. Under the holly hide a small gift 
for each guest. Attach ribbons to the articles and carry the other ends of the ribbons to 
the several places, where they may be fastened to place cards. The ribbons are to be 
pulled at the close of the dinner, and the gifts may cause much merriment if the hostess 
be clever in selecting them.39 
 
In direct opposition to Japanese understandings of bonsai as comprising both plant and pot, it 
was through the complete concealment of the jar—the concealment of the act of containing 
and appropriating Japan—that appreciation and domestication could reign.  
                                                
37 Anon., “How Trees Are Dwarfed,” Brooklyn Eagle, September 2, 1900: 21. 
38 Anon., “The Cult of the Pygmy Tree,” House Beautiful 10, no. 1 (June 1901): 254. 
39 Mary Whipple Alexander, The Table and How to Decorate It (New York: D. Appleton and Co., 1904), 117. 
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Fig. 3.8 (Left): “Requisites for the Japanese Style of  Floral Arrangements.” From Descriptive Catalogue of  the 
Yokohama Nursery Company, 1906, p. 94. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. 
of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved). 
Fig. 3.9 (Right): Japanese Fern Ball Designs. From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 
1906, p. 75 Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell 
University (all rights reserved). 
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Parallel to the increased interest in foreign decorative goods was American consumers’ 
growing demand for foreign and “exotic” plants,” particularly ones from Japan. The period 
between 1890 and 1920 witnessed a huge flow of fruits, ornamental plants, bulbs, and seeds 
from Japan to the United States. Millions of specimens were purchased and shipped, and many 
of these plants quickly became established in parks, gardens, and home landscapes.40 
U.S. consumers could purchase seeds, bulbs, and plants from the catalogs of Japanese 
nursery companies (or from the American nurseries that purchased plants wholesale), as well as 
Japanese garden ornaments, horticultural novelties, and other accouterments. For example, by 
1906, the Yokohama Nursery Company was offering stone and bronze lanterns, bamboo stakes 
and blinds, a variety of books and prints, decorative dried palm leaves, porcelain flower pots, as 
well as “Requisites for the Japanese Style of Floral Arrangements,” including bronze vases, 
bamboo baskets, and knives and saws. (Fig. 3.8) Under the heading “Commission 
Department,” the 1906 catalog also noted: “Frequent inquiries are made for the Japanese 
productions and manufactures, quite apart from our own line. We have established this 
department for the benefit of those who are so placed beyond easy reach for the market and 
who intends [sic] to handle benefit goods as the side line or for individual purposes….” 41  
Capitalizing on the demand for popular items that, like bonsai, married Japanese 
horticulture with evidence of the artisan’s hand, the YNC also offered “Fern Designs,” for 
which a fiber armature was wrapped around dormant fern balls to form human and animal 
figures, as well as objects and abstract shapes. (Fig. 3.9) Upon arrival, the fern would be soaked 
                                                
40 Thomas Elias, “History of the Introduction and Establishment of Bonsai in the Western World,” in Proceedings of 
the International Scholarly Symposium on Bonsai and Viewing Stones, 2005, 29. 
41 Yokohama Nursery Co, Descriptive catalogue of the Yokohama Nursery Company ... for 1906. (Yokohama, 1906), 86–95. 
Quotation p. 95. 
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in water, and then hung in the sun where its fronds would grow.42 Like bonsai, by 1900 fern 
balls seem to have been relatively well-known elements of American décor. The journal Success 
with Flowers: A Floral Magazine” devoted a full page article to the creation and care of this 
“novelty,” while a 1903 text described “Japanese species” that are “just now so largely sold in 
the shops, made up in balls, and other fanciful and grotesque designs.”43 
However, entangled with the “consumer’s imperium” of the United States was Japan’s 
own imperia of design, manufacture, and horticultural cultivation. While in the U.S., the 
consumption of foreign goods replicated the processes of power embodied in the hegemonic 
“world pictures” of the World’s Fairs, for Japan, international expositions offered opportunities 
for systematic programs of research and display intended to support the country’s ambitions to 
establish itself as a modern-nation-state. Starting with its participation in the International 
Vienna Exhibition in 1873, the Meiji government utilized World’s Fairs as opportunities to 
gather data on Western manufacturing techniques and Western taste, as well as promotional 
opportunities at which to display Japanese handicrafts. This knowledge was deployed to support 
Japan’s own economic and industrial development via a series of domestic Japanese exhibitions 
modeled directly on Western ones.44  
 Typifying the strong link between the Meiji government’s deliberate promotion of an 
export market for Japanese goods and plants and its drive toward internal modernization was 
the establishment of the Ministry of Agriculture and Commerce in 1881. An outgrowth of the 
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policy of shokusan kogyo (the promotion of the industry and manufacturing) initiated under the 
Ministry of the Interior in the 1870s, the new ministry was intended to support government’s 
policy of “wealthy country, strong military,” which explicitly linked Japan’s industrialization to 
nationalistic, and ultimately, imperialistic, aims. Together the modernization of Japanese 
commercial export industries, including highly skilled handcrafts and horticultural and 
agricultural products—presumably created through work begun at Sapporo Agricultural College 
in the 1870s—would support the accumulation of capital to support military might that would 
enable financial and political parity with other global powers.45 
 
A Botanic Imperium 
As Japan’s products became implicated within the consumers imperium of the United 
States, so too was its horticulture inscribed within what might be described as its botanic 
imperium. Although constituted via scientific, rather than consumer, practices, this imperium 
sought to create America as empire through similar processes of collection and display and 
predicated its thrust toward heterogeneity on analogous networks of political, economic, and 
commercial domination. 
Philip Pauly has documented how a philosophy he terms “cosmopolitan botany” came 
to dominate the botanical policy and practice of the United States Government during the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.46 “Ecological cosmopolitans,” represented by 
botanists from the United States Department of Agriculture’s Bureau of Plant Industry, 
established in 1900, sought to increase the variety of useful vegetation in the United States and 
advocated the collection and importation of foreign plants in order to restructure and revitalize 
                                                
45 Satō, Modern Japanese Art and the Meiji State, 49–50, 105–107. 
46 Pauly, “The Beauty and Menace of the Japanese Cherry Trees,” 51-73. 
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the country’s domestic flora. Responding to the economic and natural disasters recently 
suffered by American farmers, these botanists argued that the country’s agriculture needed new 
varieties of disease-resistant staples that could grow in a wide range of climates. Scientists also 
sought to expand the agricultural potential of the country by developing “climatically 
exceptional” regions such as Florida, the Southwest, and the newly acquired tropical 
possessions, in order to grow previously imported products, such as citrus and dates.47  
To carry out these aims, the Bureau of Plant Industry inaugurated a vigorous search for 
foreign plants and initiated a broad program of plant introduction, hybridization, and 
improvement. With its emphasis on collecting and export, the program was also dependent 
upon the imperialist policies of the McKinley and Roosevelt Administrations, capitalizing on 
the opportunities provided by America’s territorial expansion and its emerging empire of 
commerce and influence in the period after the Spanish-American War. Indeed, cosmopolitan 
botany was premised on the notion that the world beyond the United States represented a 
potential source of agricultural wealth—and thus ultimately a source of national strength and 
independence. As Pauly writes, these scientists sought, “in a literal sense, to bring home the 
fruits of empire.”48 Japanese flora figured prominently in this movement. For instance, a survey 
of Bureau of Plant Industry reports from the period reveals that the USDA purchased large 
numbers of plants, seeds, and bulbs from Japan.49 
However, as we have seen in Chapter One, Japan was far from passive in this 
process and had been systematically developing its own domestic agricultural and 
horticultural resources for export since the 1870s through work on Hokkaido and at Sapporo 
                                                
47 Ibid., 60–62. 
48 Ibid., 60-64 
49 Ibid., 51. 
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Agricultural College (SAC). Like Philadelphia’s 1876 Centennial Exposition, which, 
interestingly enough, occurred the same year as the college’s opening, SAC depended upon a 
circular exchange of knowledge and capital through which information about American 
commodities and American scientific practices was applied to Japanese contexts to create 
products that could then be sold to American markets. Located on Hokkaido, which was 
conceived as both a raw wilderness—a “standing reserve” of national wealth waiting to be 
tapped—and as a prototype for an authentic Japanese landscape, SAC, like the World’s Fairs, 
brokered Japan’s modernizing impulses with its quest to establish an authentic, 
geographically and culturally defined Japanese identity within a single discourse of 
nationhood. The circularity of these epistemological and material exchanges, as well as the 
dual understanding of landscape in economic and aesthetic terms, itself predicated upon 
SAC’s American roots, extended to the nursery trade. Commercial nurseries, founded upon 
principles articulated at SAC, employed the language of the U.S.’s “cosmopolitan botany” to 
pitch their wares. For example, in the introductory announcement to its 1897 catalog, the 
Tokio Nursery Company informed its customers: 
 Closer study of Japanese plants  is constantly adding interes t ing and valuable  
spec imens both in the agricultural and horticultural worlds. This is readily seen by 
consulting the leading papers devoted to these departments in the West where 
economic and appl ied botany command attention as did never before. Still the 
lovers  o f  the beaut i fu l  in plants and flowers find many obstacles to the direct 
introduction of their favourites from the Orient. It is one of the purposes of the 
Proprietor to facilitate this introduction.50 
 
Demonstrating the endurance of the close links between SAC and the nursery trade, twenty 
years later, in 1917, the company would publish a letter from Shosuke Sato, Dean of SAC, that 
                                                
50 The Tokio Nurseries Co., The Tokio Nurseries Co. General Catalogue of Plants, Bulbs, Seeds &c. &c. (Komagone, 
Tokio, Japan, 1897), n.p. The Tokio Nurseries Co. appears to have modified its name to the Tokyo Nursery 
between 1897 and 1917. 
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confirmed two of the nursery’s partners’ scientific and professional credentials as graduates of 
Sapporo College.51 
Morever, catalogs of L. Boehmer & Co. and the Yokohama Gardeners’ Association 
both contained sections on economic plants and forestry. For example, Boehmer’s 1902 catalog 
included a section for “Plants and Seed of Economic Value and Otherwise Useful Kinds” and 
noted that the nursery was “in a position to fill special contracts for the following food—, 
fodder—vegetable—and other plants.” The Forestry section included brief descriptions of 
trees’ industrial uses, with a typical entry reading: “Castanea vulgaris Jap nom. Kiri. The giant 
chestnut is of great value for its fruit and the wood splendid material for railway ties.”52 In yet 
another example of the totalizing power of global capital to accommodate cultural variegation 
under a single rubric, while the Chinese supplied unskilled labor to build American railroads, the 
Japanese supplied the wood.  
 
Crossing Biotic Borders 
The experiences and writings of David Fairchild, a plant explorer, USDA 
administrator, and a chief proponent of cosmopolitan botany, provide a direct link 
between the importation of Japanese flora and an emergent American appreciation for 
Japanese landscape. Following a four-year sojourn in Asia, Fairchild was appointed as 
Agricultural Explorer in Charge for the USDA’s new Section for Foreign Seed and Plant 
Introduction in 1898, where he headed a network of agricultural explorers, coordinated 
                                                
51 Tokyo Nursery Co., Ltd, Bulbs, Plants, Seeds, Whole Sale Catalog of Tokyo Nursery Co., Ltd. ...for 1917 (Kami Sibuya, 
Tokyo, Japan, 1917), n.p. The Tokio Nursery appears to have modified its name to the Tokyo Nursery between 
1897 and 1917.  
52 L. Boehmer & Co., Wholesale Catalogue, 1902-1903. (5 & 28 Bluff, Yokohama, Japan., 1902), 28–31. Quotations p. 
30, p. 28. 
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the introduction of numerous seeds and plants, and continued to undertake his own 
international explorations. Pointing to the entanglement that would come to mark the 
rhetoric and policies regarding the immigration of plants and humans to the United 
States was the title of his department’s publication, Plant Immigrants, which, from 1908 to 
1924, documented new plant introductions and their potential economic applications.53  
Fairchild’s autobiography, The World Was My Garden, recounts his experiences 
during a 1902 plant-collecting trip to Asia, which included a long stay in Japan. Although 
Fairchild had visited Japan briefly in 1900, it was during this trip that he developed a deep 
enthusiasm and appreciation for the landscape and culture of “old Japan.” After visiting 
the Yokohama Nursery Company and University of Tokyo, as well as the Tokyo Botanic 
Garden, Fairchild traveled through the countryside, writing of this trip, “I learned to 
appreciate little gardens, and studied methods of landscape gardening and flower 
arranging which have had a profound influence on all the gardening I have done since.”54  
Indeed, Fairchild’s experience in Japan would continue to influence him 
throughout his life and career. In addition to encouraging his advocacy of the 
importation and naturalization of Japanese plants, in 1905 Fairchild and his wife (the 
daughter of Alexander Graham Bell) established a Japanese garden at their estate in 
Rockville, Maryland, and, in 1906, imported both Japanese flowering cherry trees and a 
Japanese gardener to care for them. Fairchild’s private endeavor prepared him for his 
later role as advocate for the planting of Washington, D.C.’s signature cherry tees.55 The 
controversy that surrounded this event further indicates horticulture’s involvement in 
                                                
53 Peter A. Coates, American Perceptions of Immigrant and Invasive Species: Strangers on the Land (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2006), 81–83. 
54 David Fairchild, The World Was My Garden: Travels of a Plant Explorer (New York: C. Scribner’s Sons, 1938), 256. 
55 Ibid., 411–12. 
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wider discourses of cosmopolitanism, as well as its implication within debates over 
national identity.56 
In 1909, Japanese officials presented two thousand ornamental cherry trees, 
widely understood as symbolic of Japan, to Washington D.C. As a panacea for the recent 
“Gentlemen’s Agreement” of 1907, which had demanded that Japanese immigration 
cease, the Federal Government had agreed to incorporate the trees into the city’s official 
landscape (going so far as to displace a recently planted group of American elms). 
However, following the trees’ arrival, Charles Marlatt, acting head of the Bureau of 
Entomology, reported that the trees were infested with various pests and recommended 
that the shipment be destroyed. Despite the uncertain basis of Marlatt’s findings, the 
Japanese government declined to take offense and proposed a second shipment, this time 
providing experts of its own to assure USDA officials that the specimens were pest-free. 
The trees passed inspection, and in 1912 the trees were planted as a “living symbol of 
friendship between the Japanese and the American people.”57 
Marlatt was the leader of a group of USDA entomologists and zoologists who 
aggressively opposed the cosmopolitan policies of the department’s botanists. Described 
by Pauly as “ecological nativists,” they advocated protection from foreign organisms in 
order to preserve the distinct biotic character of the continental United States (a character 
which had, however, long since been altered by colonization). Concerned about the 
“insect menace,” this group pressed for increased control of imported plant material, 
arguing that “plant immigrants” were a major conduit for pests. Due to their efforts, in 
1918 the Federal Horticultural Board promulgated Quarantine #37, which banned 
                                                
56 Pauly, “The Beauty and Menace of the Japanese Cherry Trees,” 51. 
57 Ibid., 51, 67–68.  
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private imports and placed major restrictions on Section for Foreign Plant and Seed 
Introduction, including the implementation of a Plant Detention station.58  
Yet, under the botanic imperium, the cosmopolitans and nativists, despite their 
divergent approaches, shared a common concern over America’s future as a global 
power—with one group locating sovereignty in a carefully managed diversity and the 
other in a rigorously policed purity. Further, as the anxieties that these forms of 
cosmopolitanism provoked make clear, objects and plants were imbricated within the 
same discourse of racial purity and national protectionism that characterized the 
country’s increasingly exclusionary immigration policy. Indeed, debates over managing 
the nation’s biotic population mimicked those over managing its human one. As 
cosmopolitan botanists discriminated among the plants they collected and imported, so 
too did early twentieth-century immigration policy focus, in Pauly’s words, on “cull[ing]” 
the immigrant ‘herd’” to ensure that only the fittest were allowed entry. The nativist 
tendencies of USDA entomologist found expression in widespread discrimination as 
racial and ethnic groups became associated with eponymous pests (e.g. the Gypsy moth 
and the Russian thistle), as well as in increasingly restrictive and discriminatory 
immigration policies, which culminated in the passage in the Immigration Act of 1924, 
which extended restrictions already placed on Asian immigrants to Europeans. That same 
year, Fairchild’s publication, Plant Immigrants, was terminated for lack of funding. 59 
Among the clearest expressions of the entanglement of policies regarding the 
immigration of plants and the immigration of people was an article that Charles Marlatt 
                                                
58 Ibid., 65–70. For information on the environmental impact of European colonization on the United States, see 
Charles C. Mann, 1493: Uncovering the New World Columbus Created (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2011). 
59 Ibid., 54, 70-73. 
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Fig. 3.10 “A Search for Fungi and Insects at a Horticultural ‘Ellis Island.’” From Charles L. 
Marlatt, “Protecting the United States from Plant Pests,” National Geographic Magazine 
40, no. 2 (August 1921), p. 208. 
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published in National Geographic Magazine in August 1921, just a few months after the 
U.S.’s first human immigrant quotas came into force.60 Entitled “Protecting the United 
States from Plant Pests,” the article cautioned that the “freedom of entry” into the 
United States that plants had previously enjoyed “has resulted during the last century in 
the establishment in the United States of an enormous number of foreign plant pests 
which are, and will remain, a tremendous burden on the garden, field, and forest 
production of this country.” After describing the deleterious effects of a variety of 
foreign insect pests, including, notably, several from Japan, Marlatt exhorted his readers 
to remember that: “[t]hese undesirable immigrants we must lodge and board forever, but 
we want to shut the doors if we can to their sisters and cousins and aunts!” 
Accompanying the article was a photograph of officials from the Bureau of Plant 
Introduction sorting through open crates containing roots of lily-of-the valley plants. The 
image’s caption completed the link between the threat posed by improperly regulated 
human and plant immigrant populations, reading, “A Search for Fungi and Insects at a 
Horticultural ‘Ellis Island,’” and noting that although “the roots may neither toil nor 
spin…they require patient work on the part of experts from the Office of Plant 
Introduction to prevent the admission to the United States of undesirable parasites.”61 
(Fig. 3.10)  
While bonsai themselves were not directly involved in the cherry tree 
controversy, they were entangled within the constellation of political, economic, and 
aesthetic practices in which the controversy was produced. Among the first advocates for 
                                                
60 Coates, American Perceptions of Immigrant and Invasive Species, 106. 
61 Charles L. Marlatt, “Protecting the United States from Plant Pests,” National Geographic Magazine 40, no. 2 
(August 1921): 205–218. Quotations pp. 205, 211, and 208 respectively.  
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Fig. 3.11 The 1903 Yokohama Nursery Company catalog cover depicting Prunus 
Pseudo cerasus (Flowering Cherry). From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama 
Nursery Company, 1903, cover. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, 
Dept. of  Plant Biology, Cornell University (all rights reserved). 
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Fig. 3.12 The 1908 Yokohama Nursery Company catalog cover depicting Prunus Pseudo-
cerasus (Flowering Cherry). From Descriptive Catalogue of  the Yokohama Nursery Company, 
1908, cover. Used by permission, L.H. Bailey Hortorium, Dept. of  Plant Biology, 
Cornell University (all rights reserved).
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the importation of the cherry trees had been the American writer Eliza Ruhamah 
Scidmore, who had emphasized the beauty and fascination of dwarf trees in her 
description of Yokohama’s commercial nurseries in her book Jinrikisha Days in Japan in 
1899 (See Chapter Two). Further, it was the Yokohama Nursery Company, Japan’s 
premier exporter of bonsai, that provided Fairchild with the initial shipment of cherry 
trees for his estate in 1906 that inspired his efforts for Washington, and it was the 
Yokohama Nursery Company, that brokered, if not supplied, the initial ill-fated shipment 
of cherry trees to Washington in 1909.62  
Indeed, by 1908 it was upon the export of cherry trees and bonsai that the YNC seemed 
to be banking its commercial future. The front cover of the 1908 catalog featured an illustration 
of a mature “Prunus pseudo-cerasus,” or Flowering Cherry, set within a landscape of 
indeterminate geographic location and surrounded by silhouetted figures of indeterminate 
ethnicity. Unlike the flat, stylized wood-block renderings of cherry trees that appeared in earlier 
catalogs, the image employed the recessive space and atmospheric perspective of Western 
painting, furthering divorcing it from a specifically Japanese context. (Figs. 3.11 & 3.12) 
Enframed within the cover proper—which features a woodblock print of a flowering shrub—
the cherry tree is rendered as located within a “world picture,” suggesting its transformation 
into a “standing reserve,” an object whose instrumental value can only be realized by human 
and technological ordering and intervention. A small woodcut of the nursery’s famed 400-year 
old Chabo-hiba hovers in the sky to the cherry tree’s left, utterly disembodied from its 
surroundings yet functioning as a sign of Japanese craft and tradition. In a double move, the 
Chabo-hiba and the cherry tree are locked together in an indeterminate time and space in 
                                                
62  Roland M. Jefferson and Alan M. Fusonie, The Japanese Flowering Cherry Trees of Washington, D.C.: A Living Symbol 
of Friendship, vol. 4 (Washington: Dept. of Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service, n.d.), n.p. 
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preparation for the ongoing “transforming, storing, distributing, and switching” through which 
they would be rendered as commodities, while remaining linked to an authentic Japanese 
landscape that was itself the product of an imagined nostalgia.63  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
63 Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays, 
trans. William Lovitt (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 3–35; Martin Heidegger, “The Age of the World Picture,” 
in The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays, trans. William Lovitt (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 115–
54. Quotation p.16.  
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CONCLUSION 
 (De)limiting Tradition 
“Could we classify the luxuriant growth of objects as we do a flora or fauna, complete with 
tropical and glacial species, sudden mutations, and varieties threatened by extinction?” 
 
—Jean Baudrillard, The System of Objects (1968), p. 5 
 
 
As objects valued for their decorative and horticultural qualities, bonsai fell firmly 
within the consumer and botanic imperia of turn-of-the-century America. However, unlike 
Washington’s cherry trees, they appear to have escaped the notice of the botanical nativists, 
with regular importation continuing until the First World War despite increasingly restrictive 
quarantine measures.1 Like Japanese flora and Japanese goods, the materialism of bonsai 
provided an arena that mediated between responses to Japanese culture and the rhetoric of 
American imperialism. Bonsai’s status as an object that was acquired and displayed, often in an 
interior and as part of a collection, neutralized it as a potential threat to the U.S.’s biotic identity. 
Distributed and consumed through a network enabled by American power, bonsai was deeply 
implicated within the political-economic imperialism that preceded the country’s actual 
territorial expansion. The nostalgia associated with bonsai, as well as the perception of its age 
value, supported an understanding of bonsai as an expression of an idealized and unchanging 
Japan, without contradicting the logics of global capitalism that enabled its distribution. Thus 
could Japan be appreciated and, quite literally, contained.  
                                                
1 Thomas Elias, “History of the Introduction and Establishment of Bonsai in the Western World,” in 
Proceedings of the International Scholarly Symposium on Bonsai and Viewing Stones, 2005, 16.  
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However, as the cover of the Yokohama Nursery Company’s 1908 catalog suggests 
(Fig. 3.12), through the processes of plant capitalism, bonsai were also, to paraphrase Dutta, 
released “into a kind of temporal indeterminacy” where tradition represented “the opening into 
differentiated spheres of production,” rather than quarantine within an imagined past.  If, as 
Dutta argues, “tradition is the precise imprint of imperial modernization on the colony,” bonsai 
materialized how, in a double move, Japan had appropriated and deployed this invented 
tradition to support its own imperial and modernizing ambitions.2  
As objects of plant capitalism, bonsai, in essence, served as a mirror: for Japan, 
engagement with American markets provided a clear reflection of the country’s deliberate 
political, economic, and social modernization—and the ambitious entry into the world system it 
enabled. Conversely, for the United States, bonsai supported the production of a Japan that 
bridged understandings of the Asian nation as a locale of tradition and spirituality and one of 
industry and commerce. Indeed, it was perhaps bonsai’s profoundly hybrid identity—its fusion 
of plant and pot, the organic and inorganic—that rendered it so powerful an emblem. Bounded 
and manipulated, bonsai represented a synechdocal vision of a Japanese nature that could be 
managed and controlled, and thus stripped of its potentially invasive qualities. However, 
bonsai’s hybridity also created a productive liminality. Eliding the boundaries between artwork 
and commodity, modernity and tradition, mass production and authenticity, bonsai was able to 
traverse national borders and support the capitalist accumulation upon which Japan’s national 
and imperial ambitions rested.  
 
                                                
2Arindam Dutta, The Bureaucracy of Beauty: Design in the Age of its Global Reproducibility (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), 77. 
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